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INTRODUCTION: 1974



Family visits to my grandmother’s home revolved around television, a meat-and-potato pie served with two different vegetables (one of them also potato) and my father asleep in an armchair. That Easter, we started with a tour of the upstairs to admire her decorating. She had painted her bedroom a Hanna-Barbera purple with the help of her best friend, Mrs Whittle, who held the stepladder. A bright new palm cross was pinned to the wall above her pillow, so pale that it seemed to hover above the fresh paintwork. She was a Manchester woman, and Palm Sunday is the most Manchester of Holy Days: it reminds us that even Christ had to be brought down a peg after his big entrance into Jerusalem. My gran saw it as a duty to cut tall poppies down to size. Ask, ‘What’s for dinner?’ and she’d say: ‘Two jumps at the cupboard door and a bite of the knob.’ I might timidly wonder, ‘I thought we were having chips?’ and she’d reply: ‘You know what thought did: followed a muck cart because it thought it was a wedding.’


I know I make my gran sound like Mrs Gummidge, the mordant widow of David Copperfield. But she spoke the way all the women of her generation spoke. She was a small, plump woman with a kindly face, a nylon housecoat, and coils of white permed hair. She was born Violet Foulkes in Ancoats in Manchester in 1910. It was a Dickensian world – a city over-populated, smoke-filled and skyless. She spoke about ‘muck carts’ as though nightsoil men still rumbled through the dark alleys to empty the lavatory pails. Her family followed a beady-eyed old-time evangelical Christianity that wasn’t so old at all, but a response to city life when the cities themselves were new and alien, and everyone came from somewhere else. There was no real privacy. She couldn’t step outside her community, her city, her class, any more than she could shed her skin. Debates and slanging matches were conducted in public. Lovers waited at lampposts, kids played on the kerb stones, and women chatted over the back wall. Barbed retorts helped to hide real feelings, and a tight lip was always the best defence. Ask me no questions and I’ll tell you no lies. Even when Ancoats was long behind her, my grandmother relied on codes of decency to bring a sense of space and distance to her world. Even the closest of her friends were addressed as ‘Mrs’; the front step was polished to a shine; the church calendar faithfully kept. The television provided an echo of her childhood. She liked hubbub: she hated the humdrum.


That Easter of 1974, the television was tuned to the musical Oliver! which she had circled in the TV Times as one to watch. I was hooked from the first number, ‘Food, Glorious Food’, as Oliver made his long walk to the gruel pot and addressed Bumble, the Beadle: ‘Please sir, I want some more.’ I had no idea what a beadle might be: possibly the dog in the Peanuts cartoon. But I knew the sign above the poorhouse door that read God is Love was phooey – and when the fat man got his hands on Oliver it would end badly.


As the ominous chant of ‘Oli-ver, Oli-ver’ rose, my father opened an eye and looked at the television. ‘Oliver Twist is a Blincoe,’ he said. ‘He’s my great-great-grandfather.’


My great-great-great-grandfather Robert Blincoe was a workhouse child. His was one of only seven working-class memoirs published in the 1820s. As the book brought him a degree of fame, he became a campaigner for industrial reform and appeared as a witness before a parliamentary committee. The memoir was also a key source for the early life of Oliver Twist. If you know the novel Oliver Twist, then you know Robert’s story. He was born in the London parish of St Pancras in 1792, an orphan and almost certainly a foundling: the parish books have no record of his baptism or who his parents were. His early years were spent in a baby farm, an orphanage run by a wet-nurse paid for by the parish board. In 1796, around the age of four, he was transferred to the workhouse and became an ‘oakum picker’, pulling apart old ships’ ropes to recycle the fibres for caulking. This was a job reserved for paupers and criminals: naval ropes were waterproofed with a coating of tar and picking the strands apart would shred your fingers and tear off your nails. The expense of looking after workhouse children fell on the parish, and the parishioners, so the board would get rid of them as soon as possible by offering them as ‘parish apprentices’ to local tradesmen. Robert was just six years old when the local chimney-sweeps came to look him over. St Pancras Parish, roughly equivalent to the present-day Borough of Camden, was the fastest-growing part of the city and the new houses needed a steady supply of boys to climb up the chimneys and clean them.


The opening chapters of Robert’s life story, A Memoir of Robert Blincoe; An Orphan Boy, and Charles Dickens’s Oliver Twist; or, The Parish Boy’s Progress unfold in lockstep: the same events are told in the same order. Even the account of how the boys came by their names is similar. Dickens’s beadle, who I now know is the parish policeman, is asked how Oliver came by his name if he had no mother or father. The beadle replies: ‘I inwented it … Mrs Mann. We name our fondlings in alphabetical order. The last was a S, – Swubble, I named him. This was a T, – Twist, I named him. The next one as comes will be Unwin, and the next Vilkins. I have got names ready made to the end of the alphabet, and all the way through it again, when we come to Z.’ Mrs Mann can’t help but express her admiration. ‘Why, you’re quite a literary character, sir!’


Robert was the first Blincoe. He had never even heard of the name until he was given his papers at the age of twenty-one. ‘Blincoe’, a name conjured up by another literary representative of the parish, has stuck. It’s been a mixed blessing. No one can spell it, nor even quite remember it, yet no one ever completely forgets it, either. I’ve been told it’s a good name for a writer – but just as often I’m asked if it’s real, which I guess it isn’t.


Robert’s Memoir tells how he was raised in a London workhouse before being sent as a seven-year-old apprentice to the northern cotton mills. Dickens drew on Robert’s opening chapters because they provided an insight into the parish workhouse, an institution that functioned like a prison, and so was off-limits to civilians. By reading Robert’s story, Dickens could imagine the lives of parish orphans, and especially the childhood of a young workhouse girl around his age that his parents recruited as their domestic servant. Dickens commemorated his relationship with this girl in two of his novels: as the Marchioness in The Old Curiosity Shop (1841) and the Orfling in David Copperfield (1849). She disappeared from his life when he was twelve years old. Robert’s book struck a chord, perhaps because Robert’s workhouse was in the same London streets that Dickens shared with her.


Robert Blincoe’s Memoir was written in 1822 but not published until 1828, when it appeared as a weekly serial in the Lion newspaper based in Fleet Street. That year, Dickens’s uncle John Henry Barrow began publishing his own newspaper, The Mirror of Parliament, close by, on Whitehall. Over the next five years, Robert’s story went through another four editions, including an 1832 edition published by a trade union organiser named John Doherty as part of the campaign for the Ten Hour Act. By this time, Dickens had joined his uncle’s paper as a reporter, where he covered speeches by Lord Ashley (later Shaftesbury), the champion of the act in Parliament and an associate of Doherty. In the summer of 1833, Robert’s portrait appeared on banners at a major demonstration in support of Ashley’s bill. After The Pickwick Papers made Dickens famous, Ashley arranged fact-finding tours of the industrial north for him in late 1838. Dickens wasn’t the only author looking for material on working-class lives. In early 1839, Ashley also organised a tour for the rival best-selling novelist Frances ‘Fanny’ Trollope, the mother of Anthony Trollope. She got to know Doherty and went on to borrow chunks of Robert’s Memoir for her own serialised novel, The Life and Adventures of Michael Armstrong, The Factory Boy. The serialisation of both Oliver Twist and Nicholas Nickleby overlapped with Trollope’s work and Dickens was angry that she was stepping on his toes.


The germ of the idea for Oliver Twist can be dated back to 1833. The twenty-one-year-old Dickens had the idea almost before he had written anything else. He felt a strong affinity for the parish orphan or foundling child. That year saw him stage a family production of Richard Brinsley Peake’s play Amateurs and Actors (1818), which features a parish orphan named Geoffrey Muffincap (a plum role taken by another of his uncles, Edward Barrow). His first sketches of London appeared that December, and he adopted his pen name, Boz, a corruption of Moses, the most famous foundling in religious myth. Through 1834 and 1835, he took to asking friends as well as his fiancée Catherine Hogarth to see parallels between himself and the poet Richard Savage, who had claimed to be the abandoned child of an aristocratic mother. In 1836, in the run-up to the serialisation of Oliver Twist, Dickens wrote a short autobiographical piece drawn from his Camden childhood, recounting a meeting with a sweep’s apprentice. The boy tells Dickens that he does not know his father, and Dickens takes this as evidence he is another lost child of an aristocrat.


Dickens continued to draw upon stories of abandoned orphans and parish apprentices throughout his career. A possible reason for this lifelong obsession was disclosed two years after his death in 1870, when his close friend John Forster sensationally revealed that Dickens had been abandoned by his parents and dumped in a London bottling plant when he was eleven years old. Forster claimed many of the events of David Copperfield were drawn from life, hidden in plain sight in an essentially autobiographical novel. In Forster’s account, Dickens began working in the bottling plant when his parents were imprisoned for debt. His job was to paste labels on pots of blacking – the stuff used to waterproof and polish boots and kitchen grates.


The story of Dickens’s miserable childhood forms the opening chapters of Forster’s Life of Charles Dickens (1872). There are many problems with Forster’s account, first among them his claim that Dickens was forced to work because of his parents’ money troubles. We now know that Dickens’s apprenticeship in the blacking factory was intended to teach him the bottling business and was planned before his parents got into difficulties. Forster’s biography has been taken as gospel, because Forster claimed to have access to an original lost memoir containing passages identical to those in David Copperfield. When, in 1941, Edmund Wilson wrote his haughtily camp essay on Dickens, The Two Scrooges, he could plausibly claim there had never been an authoritative biography of Dickens, dismissing Forster’s as an ‘elaborate memoir’ and ‘never … a real biography’. Yet, despite throwing shade on Forster’s book, Wilson accepts its thesis that the months he spent in the blacking factory were both the trauma and the pivot of Dickens’s entire life: ‘the work of Dickens’ whole career was an attempt to digest these early shocks and hardships, to explain them to himself, to justify himself in relation to them, to give an intelligible and tolerable picture of a world in which such things could occur.’ This psychological explanation for Dickens’s genius is Forster’s legacy, succinctly restated by John Carey: ‘the blacking factory permanently wounded Dickens’ mind, and helped make him a great novelist.’


Every subsequent biography of Dickens has run with the idea that if we understand the damaged child, then we understand the great author. All rest upon Forster’s claim to have access to what Dickens scholars refer to as the ‘autobiographical fragment’. But this claim is suspect. The text Forster quotes from is itself fragmented, non-sequential and taken from different documents. Forster presents direct quotes from David Copperfield, with a comment that the original autobiographical piece said the same thing. Other excerpts turn out to be Forster’s transcriptions of recalled conversations, which Forster claims ‘I can describe in his own words’ (my emphasis). There are even rewrites of David Copperfield with Forster’s own interpolations. The passages do not always read much like Dickens, with inconsequential lists and odd repetitions (‘my poor white hat, little jacket, poor corduroy trowsers’ appears twice). Why does Forster quote piecemeal from a supposedly original text that he claims to have seen but no longer has in his possession? Forster preserved letters from Dickens yet seems to have mislaid reams of personal memoir handwritten by Dickens himself, with his famous goose quill. If we ask how the original text came to lie in fragments, we might conclude that it was never whole. Rather, it’s Forster’s own assemblage of quotes, texts he claims to remember seeing, rewrites of the supposedly autobiographical episodes in the novels, as well as posthumous accounts of his private conversations with Dickens. Even if Forster had been shown a few pages of memoir in the 1840s, the text he presents thirty years later is a simulacrum. But once Dickens was dead, who would contradict him?


It becomes clear that Forster has cobbled together glosses and inventions when he recounts the influence of a figure named James Lamert. This young man was Dickens’s cousin-by-marriage and a close ally through his childhood, despite being nine years senior. At the age of twenty, Lamert landed a job as the manager of the infamous blacking factory. In official records, from court documents to civil registers, James is only ever known as ‘George’, a fact which evidently confused Forster. Faced with the mystery of the Two Lamerts, he identified George as a shareholder in the factory, and James as the manager. In order to support this invention, he then ventriloquises a reference to George in Dickens’s voice, so the non-existent man is identified as ‘the cousin and brother-in-law of James’. Dickens loved his cousin and would have known there was only one man. Behind the convoluted attempts to explain the existence of George we can see Forster’s brain whirring as though caught in a nonsensical dream, creating a solution so improbable that he must place it in Dickens’s mouth if it is to ring true.


The existence of a once complete, now lost, memoir is an object of faith among Dickens’s biographers, and Forster is our apostle. We never ask if there was an original because it feels so true. Why else this obsession with foundlings, orphans and abandoned children? Where else could it come from? Peter Ackroyd’s account of Dickens’s life, like Forster’s original, is also an elaborate memoir: he mischievously gives it the subtitle, ‘A Memoir of Middle Age’; that is, his own mid-life and not Dickens’s. Ackroyd seems to speak for all writers when he asserts: ‘If he was the chronicler of his age, he also stood apart from it … always in some sense the solitary observer.’ Dickens had a large circle of friends and family and took a desperate pleasure in their company. Yet Ackroyd chooses to draw upon the image of the great writer as someone essentially alone, doomed to isolation because of his genius. Forster’s account of the blacking factory story has become sacred because it provides us with a wellspring for the troubled and lonely man. The idea that the psychological development of an adult begins in childhood trauma is now familiar, but it was once novel. In Forster’s account, Dickens’s childhood trauma not only individuated him, it also made him great.


But was Dickens really as miserable in the factory as David Copperfield? After all, Dickens was not an orphan, he did not have a vindictive stepfather, he was not a stranger to London but had aunts and uncles all around, and he worked alongside a favourite family member. The story of Dickens and the blacking factory is essentially about emotional and psychological suffering, a kind of trauma distinct from that of figures like Robert Blincoe or the Dickens family’s orphan maid, a girl whose name has been lost. The historical accounts of child workers focus on appalling physical abuse. Robert Blincoe’s memoir is a harrowing account of years and years of unimaginable violence. Protesters carried his picture at demonstrations because he was crippled, his buckled and twisted legs a common result of a childhood spent spinning cotton using the Arkwright water frame.


Dickens knew the abuse and negligence suffered by parish apprentices. The Dickens family’s maid was dismissed during or shortly after the parents’ imprisonment. She was a lone girl, uneducated and essentially unskilled. John and Elizabeth Dickens had taken her from Chatham workhouse and brought her to London, leaving her stranded far from her hometown and any relatives. Like Nancy, the prostitute of Oliver Twist, she would find herself old before her time, victimised by pimps, abusers and boyfriends. Dickens must have felt as though she had been murdered … the fate he ultimately visits on Nancy.


Forster quotes Dickens as saying: ‘It is wonderful to me how I could so easily have been cast away at such an age. It is wonderful to me, that, even after my descent into the poor little drudge since we came to London, no one had compassion enough on me – a child of singular abilities, quick, eager, delicate, and soon hurt, bodily or mentally.’ Like other child workers, Dickens felt pain and hunger, but the worst of the experience was the damage to his sense of self. We are asked to see the mental scars as the more lasting, because they cannot be forgotten. Memory doesn’t heal. This is Dickens the writer, who transcends the brutal reality of his time, turning his hopes and disappointments into great works of fiction. And so, while his abandonment as a child scarred him, it was also a necessary wound for the writer. Forster gives us a lengthy quote that he claims is from the autobiographical fragment, but which appears, almost word for word, in David Copperfield. It begins with a description of the author’s feelings towards his work and workmates in the bottling plant:


No words can express the secret agony of my soul as I sunk into this companionship; compared these every day associates with those of my happier childhood; and felt my early hopes of growing up to be a learned and distinguished man, crushed in my breast. The deep remembrance of the sense I had of being utterly neglected and hopeless; of the shame I felt in my position; of the misery it was to my young heart to believe that, day by day, what I had learned, and thought, and delighted in, and raised my fancy and emulation up by, was passing away from me, never to be brought back any more; cannot be written.


Forster concludes the passage with a new, final sentence that does not appear in David Copperfield: ‘My whole nature was so penetrated with the grief and humiliation of such considerations, that even now, famous and caressed and happy, I often forget in my dreams that I have a dear wife and children; even that I am a man; and wander desolately back to that time of my life.’


‘Famous, caressed and happy’ was not, though, the fate of most child workers. Unknown, ignored and desolate would be more accurate. Which is why the lives of these parish boys and girls and other vulnerable children have a political as well as a personal dimension. Their injuries speak of unfettered industrialisation, a lack of social care, and the cruelty and indifference of a rigidly class-based society. Copies of the Memoir of Robert Blincoe, like the handful of similar accounts that followed over the two decades it took Parliament to pass the Ten Hours Act, were circulated to fight for the rights of a class of people. But by presenting David Copperfield as pure autobiography, Forster gives us a Dickens who is always in revolt against this class: he flat-out rejects the companionship of the other child workers. Did Forster simply lift a passage from Copperfield and twist it? The claim to be ‘famous and caressed and happy’ reads like a piece of projection, rather than anything one might say of oneself. Especially as Forster knew, better than anyone, how shabbily Dickens had treated his wife in the years following the publication of this novel. Yet the underlying idea is one that we imagine would speak to Dickens. The factories are pressing out mass-produced tubs and bottles, yarns and cloths, while physically turning a class of people into identikit factory fodder. Dickens transcends the masses because he turns his suffering into a kind of sensitive self-awareness, which in turn leads to work that is not mass produced and repeatable, but has its own distinctive, genuine quality. Dickens frees himself through writing, no longer answering to a boss – and certainly not to his parents – but only to his inner light. Physical suffering belongs to a world of mass production and class conflict; mental suffering to a classless society of individuals, endlessly refashioning themselves as self-realising projects. Early in his career, Dickens began to call himself ‘the Inimitable’, showing a talent for what we would nowadays call branding, but also revealing his belief in himself as a self-made creative man. He’s a one-off, because what he does is beyond anyone else, as unique as a signature. One may doubt the provenance of Forster’s ‘autobiographical fragment’, but the distinction it makes between physical labour and artistic creation is Dickensian – not his invention, true, but a romantic philosophy that Dickens embraced and made his own.


Stories of child workers captured the public imagination and helped drive popular appeals for factory reform. Dickens repurposed these accounts to tell the story of a new kind of worker. His was a story not of class action but individual realisation, not solidarity but entrepreneurialism, not mass production and physical hardship, but aesthetic production and mental anguish. It is a flattering if ambivalent portrait of the life of a writer or artist. Contemporary self-employed creatives, the arts and media freelancers and the digital nomads, are not as free as they like to think. Their work still exists in the real world, beset by parents and dependents, and continues to rely upon mass-production, high speed communication – not to mention the financial infrastructure of mortgages, overdrafts, pension plans and share prices. Artists don’t suffer a superior form of anxiety that lifts them out of the rat race and closer to genius. And yet … the idea that one is set apart, striving to be inimitable, seems real – at least to those doing the work of creation.


(I’m talking about myself. Inevitably. All biographies of Dickens turn out to be elaborate memoirs of the writers toiling in his shadow.)


I had three newspaper rounds as a kid, and prior to starting university I worked for my father in the exhaust pipe factory that he inherited from his grandfather, learning to electro-weld, cut pipes and drive a van – all quite disastrously and often dangerously. But since I graduated, I’ve only ever earned money as – *cough* – a ‘man of letters’. To create and sell your ideas, to put yourself out there as a voice or style or dramatic presence, to have no resources and no capital other than the next idea, the next story, the next thing: it’s not without its anxieties. To be a writer or artist, a musician or actor, perhaps even an influencer, feels like the absolute personification of freedom. We’ve moved out of the hardships of the physical realm and the wage slave. We’ve canned the bosses, so why doesn’t it feel more fun? I can’t help feeling the harsh relationship between boss and worker has been internalised, and now it’s all about scrutinising oneself, beating oneself up to become ever more productive, inventive or original.


To talk about my life as a writer alongside Oliver Twist is not simply to reflect on the relation between the fictional Oliver and his original, Robert, my real-life ancestor. Nor even to ask about the connection between the most inimitable of writers and myself, hopelessly flailing away hundreds of floors below in the tower of stories. It’s also about the way that Dickens’s first real novel caught the popular revulsion at the exploitation of children. He cared about the working child. The story of his family’s maid genuinely tore at his soul and disturbed his mind. And yet, in working through this pain, he ended up creating something else, a new economy of creators. Dickens was born into a world where poets, artists and writers still had to toady to the rich and powerful to gain space, permission and an audience for their work – and he broke free. He was a pathfinder, reaching a vast popular audience on his own terms. His example haunts every other writer. After Dickens, we not only live in a world where we are exploited for what we can physically do in a working day, but one in which we are also exploited for what we hope for, we dream of, what we imagine or desire. We live vicariously as the aspirational version of ourselves, endlessly throwing out ideas, looking for affirmation while risking envy or opprobrium. Endlessly making a show of ourselves: the very thing our grandmothers warned us not to do.


I hear my grandmother asking, ‘You know what thought did?’


In the 1830s, Dickens was part of a London literary scene that encompassed the theatre, music, books and magazines, illustrators, printers, publishers and impresarios. During the serialisation of Oliver Twist, Dickens got married and had two of his ten children, while the last Hanoverian king died, and the eighteen-year-old Queen Victoria ascended the throne. Oliver Twist marks the beginning of a new era not only for Dickens but for the entire country. A centralised metropolitan police force replaces the old and amateurish parish beadles. Travel by horse-drawn coach gives way to steam trains. The Atlantic is crossed for the first time by ocean liners. It’s the beginning of a new global popular culture. Oliver Twist spans this change, but also captures it. The story of parish apprentices is taken and repurposed to tell a different story, not about physical hardship and systemic abuse, as was the case with Robert Blincoe’s memoir, but about self-reliance, overcoming one’s parents, and backing oneself to succeed. It’s the story of Dickens himself, a new kind of self-made, self-exploiting project. But it’s a story that Dickens can only tell by taking someone else’s story and, if we are charitable, absorbing it as his own. Less charitably, we might say he appropriated it.


Oliver Twist is the most loved, and the most enduring, of all of Dickens’s works, with endless revivals of the musical, retellings of the book, and even spin-off projects in what we should probably call the Dickens Multimedia Universe. As I write this, there is a new Oliver! musical in development for the West End, and two competing Artful Dodger TV series running simultaneously, a prequel on the BBC and a sequel on Disney+. Oliver Twist is Dickens’s signature work, the novel that encompasses his entire career, threads itself through everything, and explains it all: the man, his times, his influence. Dickens sketched a plan for the book at twenty-one, before he’d published another word, and he returned to it at the end of his life. The national reading tour he undertook in the late 1860s culminated with a dramatic tour de force, the murder of Nancy. Of all the great set pieces in his novels, this was the one he chose to close his performances. Why, if not to take responsibility for the life of the orphan child-maid that his parents had thrown onto the streets? The readings proved lethal: the physical strain brought on the stroke that ultimately killed him at fifty-eight.


The age I am, as I write these lines.
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THE TWO WORKHOUSES: 1790S/1830S


At twenty-two years old, Charles Dickens was an aspiring writer with a single big idea. He sketched it out in a letter to his friend Henry Kolle. It would be a novel based on his parish, St Pancras, the semi-rural district – he uses the word ‘suburban’ – that was his family’s home for a decade from the early 1820s. His plan was to sell chapters to magazines as he wrote them, where they would sit alongside the other sketches of London life that were beginning to make his name. The ‘parish’ series appeared shortly afterwards in the Monthly Magazine, though Dickens was never actually paid for them. While his focus is local politics and neighbourhood gossip, the interconnected tales are shot through with the disconcerting rumbles of change. St Pancras is the fastest-growing district in London. Newcomers arrive from the countryside, tenants slip in and out of rented homes, children multiply, and the number of poor keeps growing. Although Dickens underplays the disquiet, his readers would know the truth: the parish is on the cusp of being swallowed by the sprawling megalopolis to the south. The comedy lies in the way the parishioners potter on oblivious to the storm around them.


The parish series evolves into Oliver Twist, where the focus soon shifts to the teeming alleyways and thieves’ kitchens of Fagin and the Artful Dodger. The plan to capture a parish in the process of change has been reworked and condensed until, finally, it only occupies the opening chapters of Oliver Twist – with brief periodic returns to the workhouse and Mrs Bumble’s chambers. Dickens has seen that his parish no longer really exists. Who would ever speak about St Pancras as an area, today? It’s always Camden, thanks to ‘Camden Town’, London’s national goods depot, drawing the east and the west of the capital together, and linking the metropolis with the industrial heartland of the north.


The end of the parish system was driven by the Poor Law of August 1834. When Dickens wrote to Kolle, he had been living in and around Camden Town for a little over a decade. He knew his wonky colourful parish no longer had the finances or the professionals to care for a growing urban population, especially the paupers, the elderly and the children. The new Poor Law effectively nationalised the parish workhouses by creating administrative units, known as Poor Law Unions, larger than the old parishes and answerable to a central administration. Almost immediately, the unions were used to register births, deaths and marriages – usurping other services that the parish council had once supplied. The parishes, which had been the basic unit of local government since medieval times, were suddenly over. In essence, the Poor Law was a first attempt at a welfare state, but faceless, authoritarian and punitive. Dickens was not especially idealistic: he saw as clearly as anyone that the parish system was already broken. Yet he also felt that something had been lost. Wasn’t there something laudable in the idea of the old-fashioned parish? A self-governing Christian community, dedicated to good works, prayer and the fellowship of man? This utopian ideal is the unlikely happy ending to Oliver Twist (*spoiler alert*): the virtuous characters leave London to establish a self-governing Christian commune in a rural idyll. This ideal family is the counterpart to the only other family in Oliver Twist: Fagin and his boys, dedicated to laughter and sin, and ultimately destroyed by murder, betrayal, deportation and the gallows.


In the original parish stories, the workhouse itself lies in the shadows. When the beadle – ‘one of the most, perhaps THE most, important member of the local administration’ – arrests an old drunk woman and takes her to the workhouse, we don’t follow her inside. We learn the workhouse is run by a thin angry overseer, with his own secret recipe for workhouse soup, and governed by the Vestry, or parish board. When the beadle dies following his exertions with the old lady, the soup’s secret ingredients become the focal point in the elections for a new beadle, with a political fight between the Tories, represented by a local landlord, and the more combative parishioners, represented by a retired naval captain. But what happens inside the workhouse is as mysterious as the soup. The building is a kind of prison – one that Dickens has never seen inside. As his plans for the parish stories evolve into Oliver Twist, he finds he needs an insider’s account. This is what Robert Blincoe’s Memoir supplies.


A generation earlier, in the 1790s, St Pancras Workhouse was based in temporary premises in a fork in the road on the way to Hampstead. It was a near-derelict building that had once been a mansion, and more recently an inn. The parish board acquired it in the 1770s on a short-term lease but kept it for thirty years.


Today the easiest way to visit the site is by Underground: it’s where the present-day Camden Town Tube station stands. My girlfriend Janet and I visited on a Saturday after walking our dog on Hampstead Heath and it began to go wrong the moment the doors opened at Camden Town. We had made a mistake. We realised it: even the dog realised it. I had to cradle him because there were no gaps between the bodies packed on to the platform, and no space for his paws between the outsized trainers and platform-soled Dr Martens. A pair of young women cooed and tickled Fredo’s ears as we were crushed and jostled. Janet and I have lived in London most of our lives, but we like to see ourselves as Northerners. Specifically, we like to see ourselves as Mancs: mad-for-it, bucket-hatted City supporters, wearing ‘On the Seventh Day God Created Manchester’ T-shirts. Perhaps it takes a trip to Camden to prove it. Real Londoners know it’s no longer possible to visit Camden at the weekend.


The archaeology of ancient cities is so fascinating because each new iteration of the city is built on the dust and refuse of older generations. The city writes its own timeline over the centuries, which can be read by excavating a trench and counting the layers. Which is why I thought it was such a good idea to enter Camden from below. I forgot that Camden isn’t very old, and what little history it has disrupts the old timelines. It’s not even possible to read the striated sediments as we travel up the station’s escalators. There are posters advertising West End shows, adult health vitamins and gym memberships, but the deeper structure is sealed behind air pipes, electricity cables and plaster. I keep hold of Fredo because the escalator ends in sharp teeth, and he gets frightened. He only skips out of my hands as we reach the ticket hall and we start searching for our phones to swipe out of the barriers.


The parish opened the temporary workhouse after the original, built in 1731, became uninhabitable due to flooding from the River Fleet. I want to find a spot where I can imagine how this ramshackle building would have looked in Robert’s day. I decide there is a place in front of the traffic lights, wedged against the market-day barriers. Janet, Fredo and I push through the queue of people trying to enter the Tube and take up a position where the art deco station building appears like the prow of a ship. Camden High Street flows to its left, and the road to Kentish Town to the right. There’s been a cashpoint at the tip of the building for as long as I can remember: when I was young I would scrape out money in £5 increments for ill-judged nights out. The junction has been crazy for as long as I can remember, with six roads converging into a narrow traffic-choked point. It was a lot simpler in the days of the workhouse. Camden High Street was then the main turnpike between London and Hampstead, and the road to Kentish Town was a lane branching off to the right.


Where we are standing, in the ‘V’, was once the village pound, designed to hold lost and stray livestock. To our right, where the World’s End pub now stands, there was a famous inn called the Mother Red Cap, named after a reputed witch. Robert’s workhouse rose up behind the animal pound. It was a large square building, three storeys high and surrounded by a six-foot wall. It had been designed as a home for perhaps thirty people, a well-to-do family and their servants. By the 1790s, the same building was home to 450 paupers, of whom around half were children, including thirty or forty orphans. The inmates were forced to share beds infested with fleas and lice. Although the workhouse had moved to avoid flooding, the temporary building was still close enough to the river that its basement regularly filled with foul-smelling water, seeping up through the floorboards into the workhouse rooms. The walls creaked and cracked: when the paupers were finally moved to a new workhouse in 1809, it was discovered that so many internal walls had been removed that the roof was in danger of falling. An audit of the available beds revealed that a mix of 149 doubles and singles could be salvaged for the new premises, ‘if cleansed of vermin’, but another seventy-five were only fit for burning.


The temporary workhouse was a makeshift solution that bridged the gap between two purpose-built parish workhouses, both built on the same site on what is now St Pancras Way. The workhouse as Charles Dickens knew it survives as the oldest parts of the present-day St Pancras Hospital. St Pancras was once a rural village. The site of the present church dates back to the Roman era. For more than a thousand years, it overlooked the River Fleet from the small hill, facing meadows where dairy cattle grazed. As London grew, the meadows became a flood plain. They lay halfway between the paved hills of Hampstead to the north and the congested heart of London to the south. In the eighteenth century the meadows became stagnant shit-filled swamps as the Fleet swept sewage down from Hampstead above, and then was unable to drain away because the entrance to the Thames downstream was so choked, forcing the river to back up and overflow. The Roman church and the surrounding village were abandoned, along with the parish buildings and its first workhouse. Between Robert’s day in the late 1790s and Dickens’s arrival in London in the early 1820s, a series of large-scale solutions to the area were found. The river was tamed by burying it in a pipe underground, while a new navigable waterway – the Regent’s Canal – was cut through Camden, and an inland dock was created in the canal basin of Camden Lock. When a network of railways was also cut through the district from the 1830s onwards, Camden effectively became one of the busiest ports in the country.


London’s growth in these years marks a radical break with older cities. There was no sense of a slow, natural expansion, nor a well-ordered timeline with a visible chronology. London was expanding in all directions, and even the city grid, the one immutable part of the city, was changing as rivers disappeared, enabling new roads and waterways to appear where none had existed before. The London that I know has its roots in this period, a city shaped by capital projects, international money, and immigrants from both the countryside and abroad. It created a topsy-turvy, unreadable city – the kind of space that Dickens evoked with such consistent brilliance that we simply call it Dickensian. However, Dickens was acutely aware that his city was new, and to his mind unnatural. Perhaps he sensed it so keenly because he had spent a big chunk of his childhood outside London in Hampshire and Kent. Perhaps also because he knew and loved the novels of Tobias Smollett, Henry Fielding and Oliver Goldsmith, which so clearly belonged to another, quieter world. But he also felt the world had changed because his parents’ generation had lost or squandered something – that a world had ended as they came on to the scene. Given the cramped and filthy state of the workhouse in Robert Blincoe’s day, it would seem curious that Dickens believed there had been a golden age for parish apprentices and paupers before the Poor Law of 1834. But as appalling as the conditions in Robert’s temporary workhouse were, the situation was a great deal worse after the Act. Dickens knew this, which is why he was so opposed to it; still, he also knew the crisis had been a long time in the making. If he dates the beginning of this long-term decline back to the 1780s and 1790s, when his parents were born, one can make a case for that. The end of the old parish system represents a world caught in flux, as the very last shreds of the old order disappear, and modernity is born out of the chaos. The new Dickensian London was rising, filled with dirt and violence, but also with children, colour and possibilities.


In 1791, an abandoned child was found ‘dropt at a Gentleman’s Door in John Street, Tottenham Court Road’. The street, now named Whitfield Street, lies at the edge of St Pancras, close to the border with St George, Bloomsbury. One of the beadle’s jobs was to remove anyone who might be a burden on the parish purse, whether a pauper, a destitute pregnant woman or an abandoned child. The bundle may have been smuggled over the boundary of the neighbouring parish. Was the child Robert Blincoe? There is no record of anyone baptised Robert Blincoe in St Pancras. Robert insisted his mother must have been resident in the parish when he was born, otherwise he would never have been accepted as a parish orphan. Perhaps the John Street gentleman knew more than he claimed and bribed the beadle to take the child, no questions asked. Ten pounds was the going figure at the time. The baby was just a few months old, wrapped in a pair of caps, an old handkerchief, three shirts and a linen jacket – a bundle of rags large enough to keep it warm. The famous Foundling Hospital at Coram’s Fields was also in the parish of St Pancras, but would only take a child if a fifty-pound donation was pinned on its blanket – a clean and convenient way for families to get rid of unwanted or illegitimate children such as those born to their servant girls. The Foundling Hospital baptised the children they accepted, which Robert envied because it gave them a name in law and the sight of God. Without a baptism, he felt he had no recognised name. It was a constant source of anxiety. He worried that he had no status in this life, and that he might not be recognised in the next.


Robert was thought to be around four years old in 1796 when he was brought to the workhouse by a woman. There were no tears or drama when she left. In Robert’s memory, she was just one of a chain of women whose hands he had passed through. Like Mrs Mann in Oliver Twist, she is likely to have been the owner of one of the private orphanages known as ‘baby farms’. The parish paid for wet-nurses to look after parentless children until they were old enough to be transferred to the workhouse. Children like Robert were more likely to survive as infant mortality rates declined. London was fast becoming a city of children, a development propelled in part by new brick homes which harboured less mould and fewer disease-carrying bugs than houses made of mud, dung and straw – many of which had been cleared out by the Great Fire a century earlier. St Pancras was the centre of the brickmaking industry in London. The heavy clay soil was stripped from its waterlogged meadows, mixed with coal cinders, and baked in open-air stacks known as clamps. The industry destroyed the land and filled the air with acrid smoke. There’s an irony in the fact that, just as the brick homes were helping the city’s babies survive, the brickworks were lending the still largely rural parish of St Pancras a distinctly toxic flavour. Yet the parish kept growing, up from 5,000 inhabitants in the 1780s to 30,000 by the close of the century, an astonishing six-fold rise.


The workhouse was paid for through the local rates and administered by a board of local dignitaries, who in turn appointed overseers. By the 1790s St Pancras had fourteen overseers, who were responsible for managing the beadle, his constables and the church wardens. The workhouse only provided shelter for those who could not look after themselves. This meant that half the inmates were children, and the rest a mix of the elderly and the infirm, with ten ‘lunatics’. Anyone healthy enough to actively look for work took what was known as ‘outdoor relief’, which might come in the form of food, clothes or cash (outdoor relief ended after 1834). Life inside the workhouse was undeniably harsh but not as harsh as it would become. David Lean’s 1948 film of Oliver Twist depicts a vast hall of children picking oakum: rubbing tarred rope against barbed hooks. But this is a picture of life in the workhouse following the 1834 Act. In Robert’s day, whether there was any actual work depended on the local overseers, who had to go out and find contracts for the inmates to fill. Often there was nothing to do. Robert states that he was cleanly dressed, and even that his shared bed was comfortable. Most importantly, and unlike Oliver, he had decent food. There was porridge made with milk for breakfast, a lunch which included meat or mutton on four days of the week, and a supper of bread and cheese in the evening. He could be grateful for the beer allowance, three-quarters of a pint for children, and special treats for holidays such as plum pudding for Christmas, alongside a gift of tuppence. Robert was even inoculated against smallpox at the new hospital in Battle Bridge, opened just a couple of years earlier. The widespread adoption of vaccines was another reason for the population growth. The smallpox hospital survived on the Battle Bridge site until the mid-nineteenth century when it was demolished to make way for the St Pancras railway terminus.


Robert’s days were regimented, and boring. He was marched between the canteen, the factory floor and the schoolhouse. The lessons focused on the Bible, duty and gratitude, but Robert gained the basics of an education. When he left the workhouse at the age of seven, he knew his letters and was more than capable of simple arithmetic. He also had leisure time to play with the other children or even to sit alone. The high walls prevented him from interacting with locals but from the third-floor windows he had a view towards London, down the road which became Camden High Street. He was fascinated by the life he saw outside, and he wanted to be a part of it.


Robert’s Memoir and Oliver Twist repeat the same scenes, from the baby farm to arriving alone at the workhouse, and in both a woman appears with news about the death of their mother. The women also come with tokens; in Oliver’s case, he is given a gold locket with two locks of hair and a wedding ring; in Robert’s case, the woman gives him a penny and tells him that his mother is dead, and that his name is ‘Saint’. Throughout his apprenticeship, Robert was known as ‘Parson’. It’s unclear whether he believed it was a nickname or his family name. It was only when he saw his apprenticeship papers at the age of twenty-one that he began to use ‘Robert Blincoe’, the only name he had that had ever been written down.


The Memoir is a collaboration with a journalist named John Brown, and though packed with direct quotes, the language is often odd and artificial. Brown is compelled to admit he cannot guarantee these are the very words Robert used. Instead, he claims they ‘faithfully convey the spirit and tendency of his language’. Robert agreed. Interviewed over several days, he subsequently read and approved Brown’s text. He went on record three times to say the account was accurate. Almost the first thing Robert says of himself in the Memoir is that he is a Parish Orphan. Without a name, parents or wider family, this was his only identity. The subtitle describes him as ‘An orphan boy; sent from the workhouse of St Pancras’. When Dickens republished the Oliver Twist serial as a novel in 1838, he added the subtitle, ‘The Parish Boy’s Progress’. A workhouse boy who is a ward of the parish is no one. Robert is quoted as saying:


When the friends, relatives, parents of other [workhouse] children came to visit them, the caresses that were sometimes exchanged, the joy that beamed on the faces of those so favoured, went as daggers to my heart … and, young as I was, the voice of nature, instinct, if you will, forced me to consider myself as a moral outcast, as a scathed and blighted tree in the midst of a verdant lawn.


The workhouse of the 1790s wasn’t intended to be unbearable. But it seemed that way to Robert. He felt like an outcast, and it weighed on his spirit. That outsider feeling underpins the biggest difference between Oliver Twist and Robert Blincoe: their responses to the visit by the chimney-sweeps looking for child apprentices.


The sweeps come calling two years into both children’s stay in the workhouse. In Dickens’s version, Oliver does everything he can to avoid becoming a sweep. He recognises that the life of a sweep’s boy means certain death by suffocation, burning or illness, and Oliver wants his life. In Oliver Twist the action in the workhouse takes place just three months after the changes brought about by the new Poor Law which abolished outdoor relief: healthy adult paupers could only receive welfare if they gave up their freedom. Whereas the older regime had been custodial, providing a home (of sorts) for infants, the elderly and lunatics, the new law punished people for accepting welfare. The decision to remain free or accept welfare was framed as a rational choice. As the workhouse overseer in Oliver Twist says: ‘the alternative (for they would compel nobody, not they,) of being starved in a gradual process in the house, or by a quick one out of it’. It is left to the artless and pompous Mr Bumble to admit that death in the workhouse is not necessarily slow, though it is certain. He assures the undertaker, Sowerberry, Oliver’s subsequent master, that the new system will make his fortune. Sowerberry retorts that the contract to bury the workhouse dead is small, and Bumble replies: ‘So are the coffins.’ Of course they are small; the inmates are dying of hunger. Bumble shows off a medal he received on the death of a local homeless man. The medal is engraved with the image of the Good Samaritan. Bumble is proud to receive the medal, though if the reader knows the story of the Good Samaritan, they will recognise that he has been commended for passing by on the other side. Sowerberry recalls the details of the inquest: ‘“They made it a special verdict, I think,” said the undertaker, “by adding some words to the effect, that if the relieving officer had –” “Tush – foolery!” interposed the beadle angrily.’


It’s as if, by ignoring a dying man, the beadle has respected his freedom, and left him to his own choice.


In the case of children, the workhouse board was the child’s legal guardian, and had to make decisions on their behalf. When the chimney-sweep Gamfield offers to employ Oliver in return for a £5 consideration, he is questioned by Limbkins, the head of the board. Haven’t children died of suffocation inside the chimneys? Gamfield admits this is so, but the fault is using damp straw when a child is stuck. The smoke from damp straw has a soporific effect; at least, the child loses consciousness. ‘That’s vot he likes. Boys is wery obstinit, and wery lazy.’ Gamfield favours building a good hot blaze, which has the benefit of making a boy struggle and perhaps free himself. Gamfield is known to have killed three or four boys by beating them to death, so when Limbkins rejects his proposal and condemns chimney sweeping as ‘a nasty trade’, it seems that, finally, someone is acting out of concern for Oliver. But no, Limbkins is simply looking to strike a better deal. Rather than £5, he offers Gamfield a reduced rate of £3 10s. If Oliver’s life is the responsibility of the board, then by setting the market price of an asset, everyone is a winner. The board was creating a market, and as agents and middlemen stepped in to match workhouse children with factory owners, something very like slavery emerged in the trafficking and selling of children to the industrial north.


As the price is set, Gamfield grumbles and accepts the terms. The plan goes wrong, however. Before a parish orphan like Robert or Oliver can become an apprentice, bound to a master by law until they are adults, their indenture papers must be signed by a magistrate. Oliver is duly taken before a magistrate but begins crying and shaking so much that even a half-blind old man can see his distress. In Oliver Twist, Dickens has created a child astute enough to know how to make an economic judgement, and judge that life in the workhouse offers a marginal improvement on the life that Gamfield is offering outside.


In complete contrast, Robert is desperate to be chosen by the sweeps. He joins a parade with enthusiasm, even standing on his tiptoes to appear older. He has seen another world from the top floor of the workhouse and wants to get out. Maybe he saw the brickmakers tending their clamps, the architects and surveyors laying out the grid of streets that make up Camden Town, as well as the fast carriages on the turnpike to the genteel suburbs of Hampstead and Highgate. In the Memoir, Robert describes the beggar children selling matches door-to-door, and the sweeps’ boys running after their masters in all weathers. When he insists that he would have swapped his life for theirs in an instant, the journalist Brown cannot let these words go, and insists these are ‘perverted feelings’, the product of ‘a diseased imagination’. What does Brown mean? Robert admits he was falling ill at the time of his decision. He says that his appetite began to decline, that he was surly with the staff and avoided games in the yard. He was determined to break free from the workhouse. His state of mind reflects his loneliness. Almost all of the children in the workhouse had parents living in the parish. Even the other orphans had relatives close by. Being so alone was unnatural; or, at least, Robert – and Oliver – are made to feel that it is unnatural.


We should remember that Robert was only six years old when he tried to become a sweep’s boy. He could see the other children were scared, yet it didn’t stop him from trying to get picked. Robert smiled as these dirty, fearsome men prodded and examined him. He held his head high and stood on his toes while the other boys shuffled and cried, but though he was complimented on his spirit, they turned him down because he was too young and small, even for a sweep’s boy. He took an irrational risk for freedom, where Oliver takes a rational decision to preserve what little safety he has. Dickens may place rational-seeming arguments in the mouth of the clown Bumble, and lampoon a government bill that punishes the poor, yet he accepts the underlying philosophy that a rational actor will be risk-averse. Oliver’s timidity contrasts with Robert’s bravery. Robert will take an irrational risk, and perhaps I am irrational, too, but isn’t this what freedom means?


Our Saturday walk continues down Camden High Street. The Mother Black Cap, sister pub to the Mother Red Cap, stands on the western side of the street. One of London’s oldest gay pubs, in its heyday between the 1960s and the 1980s it was known as the Palladium of Drag, with a tiny stage where the drag queens would perform. The pub closed years ago but hasn’t been redeveloped yet. It’s sealed up with shutters welded over the windows. Janet went to a party there a few years ago, thrown without the permission of the owners of the premises. The basement filled with sewage as the evening wore on. Foul water is a perennial feature of Camden.


When Robert Blincoe lived in the workhouse, there was a brickmakers’ field almost opposite the Mother Black Cap; more recently it was the site of an old Waterstones bookshop where I did a few readings in the 1990s, with Charlie Higson and David Peace. The best bookshop back then was Compendium, also now closed, in the block before the canal bridge. Long before I met Janet, we would both buy counter-culture novels and books of radical French philosophy from there and chat with the man who ran it, Mike Hart. Camden had a reputation as the radical edge of London through the 1980s and 90s. Janet had a clothes stall on the market. I played in punk bands and later a hip-hop group in its pubs. We both went to club nights at the Camden Palace. Although we didn’t know each other, we were never far from each other.


The Camden Palace – now called Koko – stands at the end of the small grid of roads developed by Charles Pratt, 1st Earl of Camden. South of Koko is Somers Town, where the brickfields were owned by the Rhodes family, Hackney farmers who learned to sweat their assets in St Pancras before turning their attention to Africa and diamond mines under Cecil Rhodes. There were attempts to develop Somers Town as a fashionable address with the building of the Regency crescent known as the Polygon, but the smell of the brick clamps and the wasteland of open clay pits ensured that the spot never became fashionable. The Polygon and the rest of Somers Town became home to several thousand French priests fleeing the French Revolution; they rubbed shoulders with English radicals like Mary Wollstonecraft and William Godwin, who also made their home in the Polygon. French priests and English Radicals alike were attracted to Somers Town for the cheap rents, but also because once the parish church had been abandoned, St Pancras afforded more religious freedom than anywhere else in London. The French community succeeded in opening a Catholic chapel in 1798, and there’s still a church on the site – St Aloysius, the oldest post-Reformation Catholic church in England. In the workhouse, there was a rumour that Robert Blincoe was the bastard child of a clergyman, which is why he was named Saint and Parson. Perhaps he was a child of one of these refugee priests?


We turn left at the Camden Palace and walk down to the old churchyard. The church stands on a little hill, with the river curving around, overlooking dairy meadows on the far side of the bend. This is one of the spots where it’s possible to work out the route of the now-subterranean River Fleet because the road now known as St Pancras Way ran beside the river. (In Robert’s day, it was Kingsway.) We let Fredo run wild around the graveyard. The last time I was here, I came for the Hardy Tree, an ash standing at the centre of a circle of old gravestones. The story is that Thomas Hardy designed this strange monument as a young surveyor, when he supervised the clearance of half of the cemetery to make way for the rail tracks to St Pancras station – the tracks which led to the demolition of the smallpox hospital. The gravestones are packed tight and upright, like the slides in a carousel projector. The tree stood at the centre like a hub but is now gone. It was brought down by storms in the winter of 2022. I thought of the lines in Yeats’s poem, ‘Things fall apart: the centre cannot hold’. Janet and I even had our own rough beast, Fredo, snouting out the scent of other dogs in the gaps between the gravestones.


The parish church is a true Roman temple. It is highly likely to be the oldest Christian church in England. After the eighteenth-century floods forced its closure, the villagers established an acting parish church in Kentish Town. This provisional solution lasted until the 1820s when a grand new church was built on the southern side of New Road, now Euston Road. Later in the century, the original church was renovated by enthusiastic Victorians, ensuring that almost nothing of its original character remains. The churchyard appears in A Tale of Two Cities, Dickens’s novel set in the 1790s, coinciding with Robert Blincoe’s time in London. A pair of grave robbers hang around a funeral because they know there is little chance of anyone noticing them dig up the body in the godforsaken district with its abandoned church and graveyard set beside a flooded, shit-filled swamp.


The span of twenty years leading up to Dickens’s birth saw the greatest upheavals in European history, perhaps until the Second World War. Perhaps ever. If you tried to explain the turmoil, you might focus on revolution, or technology, on economics, war, the history of ideas, the flourishing of Romantic and Idealist philosophy, the beginning of the labour movement, on grand strategy, the transatlantic slave trade, the rape of Africa, the Raj and colonial imperialism. For the most part, Dickens doesn’t say what has happened – but his two historical novels, both set in the years of his parents’ (and Robert’s) birth and infancy, focus on violence, revolution and mob rule. Barnaby Rudge is set against London’s Gordon Riots, while A Tale of Two Cities takes place during the French Revolution. Dickens describes a world in which authority breaks down, and power moves into the hands of the people or, at worst, the mob. To see revolution as chaos, and change as a falling away from a more natural order, implies a particular perspective: a romantic conservatism. Although Dickens is a very young man when he writes Oliver Twist, just twenty-one when he begins work on the Parish series, he already has the romantic conservative streak that will see him become the English laureate of family gatherings and feast days.


But it’s a little more complicated than that. If Dickens hopes to recapture lost values, he is not trying to recapture a lost past. Perhaps he is not sure what exactly is lost, or even if anything good or perfect ever actually existed. His ideal families are invented families, ‘logical families’ to use the phrase popularised by Armistead Maupin. This is the paradox, especially of the young Dickens: he is a staunch anti-Tory, even at times a Radical, despite his conservative sympathies. For good and ill, Dickens was born into an age governed by reason rather than faith, and by the agenda of the Radicals with their ideas of freedom and self-determination. He wants to build a better world than the brutal workhouses, or the haughty utilitarian calculations of what is good for the mass of people. But by turning the big set piece of Robert Blincoe’s memoirs on its head, by making Oliver afraid of the sweeps, he shows that he is fearful of the irrational leap that freedom requires.


Janet’s birth parents put her up for adoption before she was born. Although she was secure in her adoptive parents, she felt the wider family could be cruel. At Christmas, she separated herself from the family circle, playing cards and board games without caring about the result, and feeling that no one cared about her. She was too young to understand, but she felt they had made a judgement: she had already gone to the bad. The term ‘moral outcast’ doesn’t seem over the top; to her mind, they had decided that she wasn’t clever enough, or sociable enough, and Christmas Day games brought this home. If I listen to Janet, Robert Blincoe draws closer to me. It’s not as though sharing pieces of genetic material affords me any insight into his life. But when I hear about a six-year-old Janet being judged and ostracised without understanding why, it makes Robert more real. He reacted with a kind of courageous irrationality, the one thing that neither John Brown nor even Charles Dickens understood – but Janet does.




OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Also by Nicholas Blincoe



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		Introduction: 1974



		1: The Two Workhouses: 1790s/1830s



		2: Two Families: Barrow And Dickens, 1790–1801



		3: Factory Boy: 1799–1803



		4: Portsmouth: 1805–14



		5: The High Peak: 1804–14



		6: Dickens Loses Three Friends: 1816–22



		7: Rag Trade: Manchester, 1819–22



		8: Dickens Alone: 1824



		9: Fleet Street: 1824–28



		10: Publishing Robert’s Story: 1828–33



		11: Dickens’s Lift-off: 1834–44



		12: Whited Sepulchres: 1857–68



		13: Up the Orphans! 1870



		Sources



		Acknowledgements



		Index















		Begin Reading



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/images/9780349136370.jpg
OLIVER

TWIST
AND

ME

The True
[ Storyof
L my Family |
{ and Charles
I Dickens’s ’

.......





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
The
Bridge
Street
Press





