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GREAT EXPECTATIONS

CHARLES DICKENS was born at Portsmouth on 7 February 1812, the second of eight children. Dickens’s childhood experiences were similar to those depicted in David Copperfield. His father, who was a government clerk, was imprisoned for debt and Dickens was briefly sent to work in a blacking warehouse at the age of twelve. He received little formal education, but taught himself shorthand and became a reporter of parliamentary debates for the Morning Chronicle. He began to publish sketches in various periodicals, which were subsequently republished as Sketches by Boz. The Pickwick Papers was published in 1836–7 and after a slow start became a publishing phenomenon and Dickens’s characters the centre of a popular cult. Part of the secret of his success was the method of cheap serial publication which Dickens used for all his novels. He began Oliver Twist in 1837, followed by Nicholas Nickleby (1838–9) and The Old Curiosity Shop (1840–41). After finishing Barnaby Rudge (1841) Dickens set off for America; he went full of enthusiasm for the young republic but, in spite of a triumphant reception, he returned disillusioned. His experiences are recorded in American Notes (1842). Martin Chuzzlewit (1843–4) did not repeat its predecessors’ success but this was quickly redressed by the huge popularity of the Christmas Books, of which the first, A Christmas Carol, appeared in 1842. During 1844–6 Dickens travelled abroad and he began Dombey and Son (1846–8) while in Switzerland. This and David Copperfield (1849–50) were more serious in theme and more carefully planned than his early novels. In later works, such as Bleak House (1852–3) and Little Dorrit (1855–7), Dickens’s social criticism became more radical and his comedy more savage. In 1850 Dickens started the weekly periodical Household Words, succeeded in 1859 by All the Year Round; in these he published Hard Times (1854), A Tale of Two Cities (1859) and Great Expectations (1860–61). Dickens’s health was failing during the 1860s and the physical strain of the public readings which he began in 1858 hastened his decline, although Our Mutual Friend (1864–5) retained some of his best comedy. His last novel, The Mystery of Edwin Drood, was never completed and he died on 9 June 1870. Public grief at his death was considerable and he was buried in the Poet’s Corner of Westminster Abbey.
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INTRODUCTION



Great Expectations is the most understated work by a writer not usually known for understatement: ‘compactly perfect’, Shaw called it, and its virtues flow from its compactness. Weighty matters encompass the novel, pressing in on it from all sides, leaving their imprint on each descriptive detail, each turn of the narrative. As we read, we trace from the inside, so to speak, the forms they have moulded from the outside. Whatever the novel has to say about goodness, about guilt and desire, about the nature of capitalism, and these are all matters no introduction can afford to neglect, it says by the way it takes their stress, by its distribution of their weight. So while we may want to explore its uncertainties and contradictions, and develop its contexts, we should also, in the end, be prepared to let well alone. ‘This was the author’s last great work,’ Swinburne remarked: ‘the defects in it are as nearly imperceptible as spots on the sun or shadow on a sunlit sea.’1

In its most immediate aspect, Great Expectations is a story of moral redemption. The hero, an orphan raised in humble surroundings, in the early decades of the nineteenth century, comes into a fortune, and promptly disavows family and friends. When the fortune first loses its lustre, then evaporates completely, he confronts his own ingratitude, and learns to love the man who both created and destroyed him. The story is told by the hero himself, and the challenge Dickens faced in devising this first-person narrative was twofold. He had to ensure that Pip’s confession of his faults rings true, so that we do not suppose him to be admitting them merely in order to win our sympathy. And he had to validate Pip’s redemption by showing that it produces good deeds as well as good words. In a meticulous analysis of the tone of the narrative, Christopher Ricks has demonstrated that it succeeds because it is as frank as one could wish, without ever luxuriating in frankness.2 Its admirable briskness is nowhere more apparent than in Pip’s account of the feelings with which he once greeted the prospect of a visit from his old friend and protector, the blacksmith Joe Gargery. ‘Not with pleasure, though I was bound to him by so many ties; with considerable disturbance, some mortification, and a keen sense of incongruity. If I could have kept him away by paying money, I certainly would have paid money’ (p. 218). The second of these sentences, in particular, is properly merciless, without making a terrific demonstration of mercilessness. The note is a difficult one to hit, and, as Ricks shows, Dickens doesn’t always hit it. There are times when Pip lays on the self-mortification a little too thickly, and times when he appears desperate for our approval. By and large, though, he is hard on himself to exactly the right (the convincing) degree.

The proof of Pip’s redemption lies in good deeds rather than good words: his secret acts of kindness, in securing Herbert a partnership in Clarricker’s, and in securing Miss Havisham’s good opinion of the long-suffering Matthew Pocket; his final refusal to accept money from Miss Havisham, or from Magwitch; and, most significant, his love for Magwitch. The last of these good deeds, and the one hardest for the writer to authenticate, is made piercingly vivid by a subtle modification of narrative technique. This occurs in Volume III Chapter XV, which describes the attempt to spirit Magwitch away down the Thames. Here, for the only time in the novel, the first-person narrative ceases to be Pip’s way of thinking, however honestly, about himself, and becomes instead an act of attention to others, and to the unfolding events.3 Ripples of unease spread through the narrative, in descriptions of the docks and the river, but this is a generalized anxiety, or alertness, rather than the self-absorption, justifiable or not, which has hitherto held Pip in its grip. The love Pip feels for Magwitch, after his capture, is thus a knowledge earned by self-effacement.

Pip certainly has some sins to expiate, notably his ingratitude towards Joe and Biddy, and his initial revulsion from Magwitch. But his sense of guilt seems consistently in excess of the actual wrong he has done: less a gradually intensifying recognition of moral failure than a deep mysterious affinity with criminal conduct. This affinity becomes explicit when, awaiting Estella’s arrival at the coach-office in Cheapside, he kills time by accompanying Wemmick on a tour of Newgate Prison.

I consumed the whole time in thinking how strange it was that I should be encompassed by all this taint of prison and crime; that, in my childhood out on our lonely marshes on a winter evening I should have first encountered it; that, it should have reappeared on two occasions, starting out like a stain that was faded but not gone; that, it should in this new way pervade my fortune and advancement. (p. 264)

Pip characterizes criminality not as a moral lapse, but as a psychological, even a genetic, predisposition: an encompassing and pervading taint. Julian Moynahan has suggested that the best way to address this predisposition is by means of an analysis of Pip’s relation not to Magwitch, but to Orlick, Joe Gargery’s murderous assistant.4

Orlick is Pip’s shadow. We first encounter him working side by side with Pip at the forge. When Mrs Joe is brutally struck down, Orlick assaults her, but Pip might be said to have supplied the weapon, a leg-iron. Pip is employed to entertain Miss Havisham; Orlick, somewhat later, to keep her gate. Pip regards Biddy as a sister; Orlick’s intentions towards her are less honourable. Pip associates with Magwitch, Orlick with Magwitch’s bitter enemy, Compeyson. Orlick, in short, seems embarked on some great expectations of his own, sullenly tracking Pip’s upward progress from the marshes to Satis House and on to London. Pip cannot rid himself of this obscene shadow.

In Volume III Chapter XIV, Orlick lures Pip to an abandoned sluice-house on the marshes, meaning not only to kill him, but to overwhelm him with accusations. Pip, he claims, has thwarted him at every turn. But the charge he makes with the greatest conviction is that Pip bears the ultimate responsibility for Mrs Joe’s death, even though he himself struck the fatal blow. ‘“But it warn’t old Orlick as did it; it was you. You was favoured, and he was bullied and beat. Old Orlick bullied and beat, eh? Now you pays for it. You done it; now you pays for it”’ (p. 426). Orlick, who assaulted Mrs Joe with intent, holds Pip, who inadvertently supplied the weapon, responsible for the crime. This fantasized inversion of responsibilities allows us to recognize Orlick as Pip’s double. Dickens knew that there are always obstacles to be overcome in the fulfilment of great expectations, and that those obstacles must sometimes be overcome violently. Mrs Joe was, in her refusal to see anything at all in Pip, an obstacle to great expectations. She had to go. And yet Pip, who childishly believes that achievement and status will be conferred upon him, without any effort on his part, cannot bring himself to get rid of her. Orlick puts into effect Pip’s fantasy of vengeance. ‘ “You done it; now you pays for it.”’ The guilt acknowledges the fantasy. No wonder that when Pip first hears of her death he assumes that he is in some way responsible.

There are other obstacles in his path, like Uncle Pumblechook, who never misses an opportunity to patronize him or deprive him of credit. Orlick does for Pumblechook, too, leading a gang of thieves who loot his shop, drink his wine, pull his nose, and stuff his mouth full of flowering annuals. Since Pumblechook has done Pip insult rather than injury, the vengeance wrought on him is less severe; but vengeance it none the less is, as the gusto of Joe’s description of the event makes plain (p. 466). Some obstacles, however, are beyond Orlick’s reach, and require the services of a second double (the double of a double, perhaps), in the shape of Bentley Drummle. Drummle is an upper-class copy of Orlick. Like Orlick, he is powerful, swarthy, inarticulate, hot-tempered. Like Orlick, he lounges and lurks. After Estella has rejected Pip’s love, Drummle marries her, and beats her up. Both men disappear from the narrative once they have fulfilled their function by executing Pip’s unacknowledged fantasies of violent revenge.

Pip, then, may well have something apart from ingratitude to feel guilty about. However, he associates guilt not with particular events, but with a general unease which he has felt as long as he can remember. Magwitch’s appearance in the churchyard coincides with his first impression of ‘the identity of things’ (p. 3). Pip feels uneasy from the moment he begins to feel at all. But even that first impression is in some respects a second impression. It marks the moment not when he ‘found out’, but when he ‘found out for certain’ (my emphasis), that the marshes were the marshes, the river the river, and so on. Magwitch is not altogether a new thing, but rather a thing peeled away from or torn off a landscape Pip has inhabited since birth. ‘A man who had been soaked in water, and smothered in mud, and lamed by stones, and cut by flints, and stung by nettles, and torn by briars; who limped, and shivered, and glared and growled; and whose teeth chattered in his head as he seized me by the chin’ (p. 4). Magwitch is an atmosphere, a condition, not a moral dilemma. He soon returns whence he came. By the river stands a gibbet, with some chains hanging from it which had once held a pirate. Pip’s last sight of Magwitch, after their first encounter, is of him ‘limping on towards this latter, as if he were the pirate come to life, and come down, and going back to hook himself up again’ (p. 7).

Chapter II introduces us to Pip’s sister, Mrs Joe Gargery, who, having brought him up ‘by hand’, needs no convincing of his aboriginal criminality. Mrs Joe thinks it hard enough to be a blacksmith’s wife (‘and him a Gargery’) without also being Pip’s mother (p. 9). Her permanent sense of grievance has long since persuaded him that he must always have been a criminal. The guilt sharply reawakened by Magwitch is a familiar feeling. He thus takes a doubly ‘oppressed’ conscience back out on to the marshes with him, in Chapter III. Criminality, in the shape of the convict, is and always has been a physical condition, of filth and hunger, which may at any moment enfold him, but which can also be annulled by an act of kindness.

Something clicked in his throat, as if he had works in him like a clock, and was going to strike. And he smeared his ragged rough sleeve over his eyes.

Pitying his desolation, and watching him as he gradually settled down upon the pie, I made bold to say, “I am glad you enjoy it.”

“Did you speak?”

“I said I was glad you enjoyed it.”

“Thankee, my boy. I do.” (p. 19)

At first it seems that Dickens will collude, through the slight over-emphasis of ‘ragged rough sleeve’, with Magwitch’s engulfing self-pity, with a sentimental comradeship in guilt. But the marvellous assurance of ‘settled down upon’ – a brutalized version of the complacent settling-down-to about to occur in the Gargery household – makes possible the moral clarity of the ensuing conversation: many years will pass before Pip expresses gratitude as unaffectedly. However, this interval of clarity merely serves to reinforce the general desolation. From the outset, the taint of prison and crime clings to Pip like the mud and clamminess of the marshes. Pip’s expectation, before his expectations, is that he will be shown to have already committed a crime. It is an expectation about the past, about the re-emergence of the past in the future, about the return of the repressed. Many reasons have been advanced for his inordinate sense of guilt, including selfishness and masturbation.5 But must there always be a reason for guilt? Dickens, I suspect, was more interested in its insistence than in its aetiology.

Great Expectations is, so it would seem, the story of cognitive revision – Pip’s discovery that Magwitch is his benefactor, not Miss Havisham – which precipitates a moral revision: ‘I only saw in him a much better man than I had been to Joe’ (p. 446). But the terms of that cognitive revision throw considerable doubt on its efficacy. The task facing Pip is to replace a fairy godmother by an escaped convict; or, as Michal Peled Ginsburg puts it, the world of desire by the world of guilt. Chapter VIII, which describes Pip’s first visit to Satis House, brutally emphasizes the difference between those worlds. ‘While the encounter with Magwitch repeats a sense of guilt which is as old as life and consciousness itself,’ Ginsburg points out, ‘the meeting with Estella and Miss Havisham is the birth of a new concept of the self: it dates the first perception of the self as deficient, as defined by lack and hence as subject to desire.’6 Pip becomes aware, for the first time, of the coarseness of his hands and the thickness of his boots. The yearning created in that moment is a yearning both for Estella and for social status. It is because he feels a new feeling at Satis House, rather than the repetition of an old one, that he identifies his great expectations with Miss Havisham and Estella. ‘That was a memorable day to me,’ he recalls, ‘for it made great changes in me’ (p. 72). The scene in Volume II Chapter XI, in which Trabb’s boy makes savage fun of Pip’s new clothes and new manner, wonderfully catches the sheer unfamiliarity of the self created by desire. Words cannot state the amount of aggravation and injury wreaked upon me by Trabb’s boy, when, passing abreast of me, he pulled up his shirt-collar, twined his side-hair, stuck an arm akimbo, and smirked extravagantly by, wriggling his elbows and body, and drawling to his attendants, “Don’t know yah, don’t know yah, pon my soul don’t know yah!” (p. 246)

As G. K. Chesterton pointed out, George Eliot or Thackeray could have described Pip’s humiliation as well as Dickens, but not the ‘vigour’ of Trabb’s boy, the irrepressible and unerring vengefulness.7

Guilt, however, insists. Each encounter with a glittering object of desire is preceded by an outbreak of clamminess. Jaggers’s announcement of the great expectations, in Volume I Chapter XVIII, follows hard on a discussion of murder at the Three Jolly Bargemen. Travelling down to visit Miss Havisham, and to see Estella, in Volume II Chapter IX, Pip finds himself seated in front of two convicts. The wait for Estella, in Chapter XIV, prompts a visit to Newgate, and the resulting meditation on the encompassing ‘taint of prison and crime’. The two worlds intersect. The narrative constantly anticipates – and thereby, perhaps, qualifies – the substitution of Magwitch for Miss Havisham. Pip learns to love Magwitch. He also learns that desire is shadowed by guilt, what we would like to become by what we cannot help being.

Magwitch’s first act of gratitude is to send Pip some money by means of a discharged convict: ‘two fat sweltering one-pound notes that seemed to have been on terms of the warmest intimacy with all the cattle markets in the county’ (p. 78–9). After Magwitch’s return from Australia, Pip, still supposing Miss Havisham to be the source of his own good fortune, tries to pay him back.

He watched me as I laid my purse upon the table and opened it, and he watched me as I separated two one-pound notes from its contents. They were clean and new, and I spread them out and handed them over to him. Still watching me, he laid them one upon the other, folded them long-wise, gave them a twist, set fire to them at the lamp, and dropped the ashes into the tray. (p. 318)

Pip believes that by substituting new clean notes for old dirty ones, he can dissociate himself once and for all from the ‘taint of crime and prison’ which has hitherto encompassed him. But it is not that easy, as Magwitch feels obliged to indicate to him, to detach the world of guilt from the world of desire. The scene quietly and effectively renders Pip’s terrible awakening to the reality of his situation. It also makes a point about the nature of wealth. There is no such thing as clean money.

The radical uncleanness of those fat sweltering one-pound notes invites us to look beyond Pip’s emotional and moral turmoil to the views about social and economic process Dickens had expressed during the fifteen or so years prior to the writing of Great Expectations, both in his novels and in Household Words, the journal he established in 1850 as a platform for those views. It has long been recognized that his participation in social reform became more extensive and more systematic during the 1840s, and that the later novels incorporated this new allegiance. ‘In Pickwick,’ Humphry House observed, ‘a bad smell was a bad smell; in Our Mutual Friend it is a problem.’8 The smell of the one-pound notes is a problematic smell.

During the Great Exhibition of 1851, Dickens and Richard Horne wrote a piece for Household Words contrasting the wonders of the Crystal Palace with the quaintness of an accompanying display of artefacts from China. ‘It is very curious to have the Exhibition of a people who came to a dead stop, Heaven knows how many hundreds of years ago, side by side with the Exhibition of the moving world.’ In their eyes, England and China represented the extremes of progress and reaction, movement and stagnation: ‘England, maintaining commercial intercourse with the whole world; China, shutting itself up, as far as possible, within itself.’ England communicates with the world, and prospers. Its prosperity depends on ‘interchange’, a steady flow of goods and information within and beyond its borders. China shuts itself up within itself, refusing interchange, blocking the flow of goods and information. To compare China with England is to compare ‘Stoppage’ with ‘Progress’.9

The Chinese, in short, had not yet discovered the benefits of Free  Trade, a doctrine triumphant in England since the repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846. Dickens and Horne insisted that the Tories, who in 1851 had not yet shaken off the label of Protectionism, were trying to turn the country into another China. Indeed, Household Words advocated the extension of free trading as widely as possible throughout the world. One article attacked the Hudson Bay Company for preventing exploitation of the land under its control, and thus ‘stopping the way for labour and capital’. In the writer’s view, the Company might just as well have placed a huge ‘No thoroughfare’ sign across rivers and highways (7 January 1854). When Dickens and his colleagues talked of stoppage, they had something pretty concrete in mind. They meant that the channels through which goods and information should flow had been blocked.

It was the flow of money, above all, another writer maintained, which ensured that commercial interchange would proceed ‘without unwieldy jerks or blank full-stops’ (17 May 1856). When Dickens and W. H. Wills visited the Bank of England, they marvelled at ‘the mighty heart of active capital, through whose arteries and veins flows the entire circulating medium of this great country’ (6 July 1850). It was the metaphor of the circulation of blood, the founding metaphor of the eighteenth-century analysis of wealth, which articulated Dickens’s enthralment with the ‘great country’ he lived in. In 1850, it still seemed to him that there might be such a thing as healthy wealth: a wealth measured in lean, cool, odourless one-pound notes.

It would not reduce Dickens’s politics absurdly to say that he was for circulation and against stoppage, and that he wasn’t at all afraid of the literal application of the metaphor to everyday existence. He thought that the lives of the poor could only be made tolerable by the proper circulation of air and water through their living-quarters. He was sickened by physical blockage, by enclosed congested spaces in the centre of the city, like Smithfield Market, or urban burialgrounds (1117 corpses per acre, according to Household Words, giving off 55.261 cubic feet of noxious gases per acre per year). He wrote an article fiercely criticizing Smithfield Market as a cause of massive inconvenience and danger to people, and cruelty to animals (4 May 1850). Pip, newly arrived in London, wanders through it, ‘and the shameful place, being all a smear with filth and fat and blood and foam, seemed to stick to me’ (p. 165). The fat and blood and foam which contaminated the one-pound notes he was given as a boy now contaminates his person. Sclerosis threatens the arteries and veins through which active capital once flowed freely.

The later novels connect one site of blockage to another metaphorically and metonymically. These sites are both substitutable and contiguous. Pip rubs off the fat and foam of Smithfield by turning into a street which brings him hard up against Newgate Prison, which subsequently yields its own proportion of fat and foam. In Volume II Chapter XIII, while Pip is waiting for Estella, Wemmick takes him into Newgate, where they encounter a ‘portly upright man’ whose hat has ‘a greasy and fatty surface like cold broth’ (p. 261). It is significant that when speaking to this man Wemmick adopts, for the first and only time, the aggressive speech-habits of Bucket, in Bleak House, and Pancks, in Little Dorrit: ‘“No, no,” said Wemmick coolly, “you don’t care” ’ (p. 261). The function of Bucket and Pancks is to resolve the mysteries which involve the main protagonists, and they have both developed the habit of putting words into other people ’s mouths by way of extracting information. Wemmick, too, does his best to extract information which might reveal the movements of the villainous Compeyson. But he is not wholly successful, and there is a sense in Great Expectations, as there is not in Bleak House and Little Dorrit, that the mysteries cannot be resolved, or can only be resolved by catastrophe.

Catastrophe, of course, resolves Miss Havisham’s mystery. Miss Havisham, who has preserved herself and her house exactly as they were on the day of her abandonment, is the novel’s most arresting image of arrest. ‘So unchanging was the dull old house, the yellow light in the darkened room, the faded spectre in the chair by the dressing-table glass, that I felt as if the stopping of the clocks had stopped Time in that mysterious place, and, while I and everything else outside it grew older, it stood still’ (p. 125). Miss Havisham, as Susan Walsh points out, has closed down not only herself but her father’s brewery, and thus repudiated ‘the role of women’s economic and bodily capital within the family enterprise system’.10 Wandering through the deserted buildings, Pip encounters ‘a wilderness of empty casks, which had a certain sour remembrance of better days lingering about them; but it was too sour to be accepted as a sample of the beer that was gone – and in this respect I remember those recluses as being like most others’ (p. 63). The brewery’s owner must surely be counted among the other preternaturally soured ‘recluses’. When Miss Havisham, at Pip’s instigation, helps to secure a partnership for Herbert Pocket, she partially resumes the role of investor in family enterprises, and so does her bit for the circulation of capital. Dickens still allows for such small-scale reconstructions of economic process. But we may think them too little, too late.

Great Expectations is sometimes said to incorporate a powerful nostalgia for the social and moral certainties of Joe Gargery’s forge, to which Pip returns, in the final chapter, after the collapse and partial restoration of his fortunes. To some extent, this is true. For the scene to which he returns offers nothing less than the reconstitution of the family as the medium of social and moral understanding. At the beginning of the novel, we are presented with an inauthentic and dysfunctional family: the unhappily married Joe and Mrs Joe, who have no children of their own; the orphaned Pip, who belongs nowhere; and Uncle Pumblechook, who has appointed himself Pip’s patron, but abuses that position to act the bully and claim credit where no credit is due. When Pip finally returns to the forge, after eleven years abroad, he discovers that most of these positions have new occupants.

There, smoking his pipe in the old place by the kitchen firelight, as hale and as strong as ever though a little grey, sat Joe; and there, fenced into a corner with Joe’s leg, and sitting on my own little stool looking at the fire, was – I again!

“We giv’ him the name of Pip for your sake, dear old chap,” said Joe, delighted when I took another stool by the child’s side (but I did not rumple his hair), “and we hoped he might grow a little bit like you, and we think he do.”

I thought so too, and I took him out for a walk next morning, and we talked immensely, understanding one another to perfection. (p. 481)

Joe remains the same, in the old place by the firelight. Biddy has taken Mrs Joe’s old place, her son Pip’s, and Pip Pumblechook’s. This is, of course, a benevolent Pumblechook, who does not ruffle his nephew’s hair. The family has been reconstituted. It is not, however, Pip’s family. He has no part in it, other than that of occasional benefactor. For him, there is no way back to the forge. The scene is the novel’s last word on the advantages and disadvantages of progress, individual or collective. So powerful is the feeling of closure it conveys that relatively little hangs on Pip’s subsequent encounter with Estella. The novel is nothing if not elegiac. But it does not suppose that lost paradises can ever be regained.

However compact a form he had committed himself to, and however tempered a view of individual and collective progress, Dickens couldn’t quite resist one small and thoroughly gratuitous expression of euphoria. He rarely missed an opportunity to introduce into his novels small groups of loafers, whose blissful unconcern vividly contradicts the industriousness which motivates not only the main protagonists but the novelist himself. In Volume I Chapter VIII of Great Expectations, Pip spends the night before his first visit to Miss Havisham in Pumblechook’s house in the nearby market town. It is the only time he does so, and his stay serves little purpose except to afford us a glimpse of Pumblechook’s shop and of the high street.

The same opportunity served me for noticing that Mr Pumblechook appeared to conduct his business by looking across the street at the saddler, who appeared to transact his business by keeping his eye on the coachmaker, who appeared to get on in life by putting his hands in his pockets and contemplating the baker, who in his turn folded his arms and stared at the grocer, who stood at his door and yawned at the chemist. (p. 54)

The chamber of commerce appears to have reconstituted itself as a chamber of idleness. But the scene also contains another group of loafers. The only tradesman in the high street who does any work at all is the watch-maker, ‘always poring over a little desk with a magnifying glass at his eye, and always inspected by a group in smockfrocks poring over him through the glass of his shop-window’ (p.54). The ironic repetition of ‘poring’ and ‘glass’ captures immaculately the vacancy of these harmless ruminants, so different in their lurking and lounging from the sinister Orlick.

The smock-frocks point back down virtually the whole length of Dickens’s career to the crowd gathered outside the magistrate’s house where Pickwick and his entourage have been taken, in Chapter 25 of The Pickwick Papers. These loafers are so desperate to know what is going on, and so incensed by the lack of information, that they express their feelings by ‘kicking at the gate and ringing the bell, for an hour or two afterwards’. They might almost be the novel’s impatient readers. But the pursuit of meaning does not drive everyone in the crowd to the same frenzied activity. Three or four ‘fortunate individuals’, having found a grating in the gate which ‘commanded a view of nothing’, stare through it with ‘indefatigable perseverance’. Their perseverance is, I think, a reproach to curiosity: they know that nothing will come of a view of nothing. The smock-frocks in Great Expectations command a view of something, but it might just as well be a view of nothing, for all they make of it. Their indefatigable perseverance, too, is, I think, a reproach to curiosity, as the novel hesitates for a moment in its approach to Satis House and the relentless pursuit of meaning which will be inaugurated there.
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A DICKENS CHRONOLOGY

1812    7 February Charles John Huffam Dickens born at Portsmouth, where his father is a clerk in the Navy Pay Office. The eldest son in a family of eight, two of whom die in childhood.

1817    After Previous Posting to London and Sheerness and frequent changes of address, John Dickens settles his family in chatham.

1821    Dickens attends local school Kept by a Baptist minister.

1822    Family returns to London.

1824    Dickens’s father in Marshalsea Debtors’ Prison for three months. During this time and afterwards Dickens employed in a blacking warehouse, labelling bottles. Resumes education at Wellington House Academy, Hampastend Road, London, 1825–7.

1827    Becomes a solicitor’s clerk.

1830    Admitted as a reader to the British Museum.

1832    Becomes a parliamentary reporter after mastering shorthand. In love with Maria Beadnell, 1830–33. Misses audition as an actor at Covent Carden because of illness.

1833    First published story, ‘A Dinner at Poplar Walk’, in the Monthly Magazine. Further stories and sketches in this and other periodicals, 1834–5.

1834    Becomes a reporter on the Morning Chronicle.

1835    Engaged to Catherine Hogarth, daughter of editor of the Evening Chronicle.

1836    Sketches by Boz, First and Second Series, published. Marries Catherine Hogarth. Meets John Forster, his literary adviser and future biographer. The Strange Gentleman, a farce, and The village Coquettes, a pastoral operetta, Professionally performed in London.

1837    The Pickwick Papers published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1836–7). Birth of a son, the first of ten children. Death of Mary Hogarth, Dickens’s sister-in-law. Edits Bentley’s Miscellany, 1837–9.

1838    Oliver Twist published in three volumes (serialized monthly in Bentley’s Miscellany, 1837–9). Visits Yorkshire schools of the Dotheboys type.

1839    Nicholas Nickleby published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1838–9).

1841    Declines invitation to stand for Parliament. The Old Curiosity Shop and Barnaby Rudge published in separate volumes after appearing in weekly numbers in Master Humphrey’s Clock, 1840–41. Public dinner in his honour at Edinburgh.

1842    January–June First visit to North America, described in American Notes, two volumes.

              American Notes, two volumes.

              December A Christmas Carol appears.

1844    Martin Chuzzlewit published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1843–4). Dickens and family leave for Italy, Switzerland and France. Dickens returns to London briefly to read The Chimes to friends before its publication in December.

1845    Dickens and family return from Italy. The Cricket on the Hearth published at Christmas. Writes autobiographical fragment, 1845–6, not published until included in Forster’s Life (three volumes, 1872–4).

1846    Becomes first editor of the Daily News but resigns after seventeen issues. Pictures from Italy published. Dickens and family in Switzerland and Paris. The Battle of Life published at Christmas.

1847    Returns to London. Helps Miss Burdett Coutts to set up, and later to run, a ‘Home for Homeless Women’.

1848    Dombey and Son published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1846–8). Organizes and acts in charity performances of The Merry Wives of Windsor and Every Man in His Humour in London and elsewhere. The Haunted Man published at Christmas.

1850    Household Words, a weekly journal ‘Conducted by Charles Dickens,’ begins in March and continues until 1859. Dickens makes speech at first meeting of Metropolitan Sanitary Association. David Copperfield published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1849–50).

1851    Death of Dickens’s father. Further theatrical activities in aid of the Guild of Literature and Art, including a performance before Queen Victoria. A Child’s History of England appears at intervals in Household Words, published in three volumes (1852, 1853, 1854).

1853    Bleak House published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1852–3). Dickens gives first public readings (from A Christmas Carol).

1854    Visits Preston, Lancashire, to observe industrial unrest. Hard Times appears weekly in Household Words and is published in book form.

1855    Speech in support of the Administrative Reform Association.

1856     Dickens buys Gad’s Hill Place, near Rochester.

1857    Little Dorrit published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1855–7). Dickens acts in Wilkie Collins’s melodrama The Frozen Deep and falls in love with the young actress Ellen Ternan. The Lazy Tour of Two Idle Apprentices, written jointly with Wilkie Collins about a holiday in Cumberland, appears in Household Words.

1858    Publishes Reprinted Pieces (articles from Household Words). Separation from his wife followed by statement in Household Words. Dickens household now largely run by his sister-in-law Georgina.

1859    All the Year Round, a weekly journal again ‘Conducted by Charles Dickens’, begins. A Tale of Two Cities, serialized both in All the Year Round and in monthly parts, appears in one volume.

1860    Dickens sells London house and moves family to Gad’s Hill.

1861    Great Expectations published in three volumes after appearing weekly in All the Year Round (1860–61). The Uncommercial Traveller (papers from All the Year Round) appears; expanded edition, 1868. Further public readings, 1861–3.

1863    Death of Dickens’s mother, and of his son Walter (in India). Reconciled with Thackeray, with whom he had quarrelled, shortly before the latter’s death. Publishes ‘Mrs Lirriper’s Lodgings’ in Christmas number of All the Year Round.

1865    Our Mutual Friend published in two volumes (issued in monthly parts, 1864–5). Dickens severely shocked after a train accident when returning from France with Ellen Ternan and her mother.

1866    Begins another series of readings. Takes a house for Ellen at Slough. ‘Mugby Junction’ appears in Christmas number of All the Year Round.

1867    Moves Ellen to Peckham. Second journey to America. Gives readings in Boston, New York, Washington and elsewhere, despite increasing ill-health. ‘George Silverman’s Explanation’ appears in Atlantic Monthly (then in All the Year Round, 1868).

1868    Returns to England. Readings now include the sensational ‘Sikes and Nancy’ from Oliver Twist; Dickens’s health further undermined.

1870    Farewell readings in London. The Mystery of Edwin Drood issued in six monthly parts, intended to be completed in twelve.

              9 June Dies, after collapse at Gad’s Hill, aged fifty-eight. Buried in Westminster Abbey.
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A NOTE ON THE TEXT

Dickens began writing Great Expectations in September 1860, and originally intended it to be published in twenty monthly parts. In early October, however, worried at the falling circulation of his weekly magazine All the Year Round, which was publishing Charles Lever’s novel, A Day’s Ride, he decided to publish his own new novel there. This involved a revision of the projected length of the novel: despite weekly serialization he continued as he wrote to group the chapters of the manuscript in monthly parts, and there are nine: three to each volume of the first edition. The first weekly instalment was published in All the Year Round on 1 December 1860, and it continued to appear until 3 August 1861. It was first published as a book in three volumes in July 1861 by Chapman and Hall. In November 1862 a one-volume edition appeared, which contained, among other minor changes, a significant revision of the last line of the novel, perpetuated in most subsequent editions, including the 1868 Charles Dickens edition. The latter was in the past considered to represent the novelist’s careful revision of his work, and was consequently used as the copy-text for many later editions: it is no longer regarded as authoritative.

The present edition has been prepared from a copy in the London Library of the first edition of 1861. A few examples of inconsistent use of hyphens and capitals in the text have been standardized. Printing errors have been corrected. I have also inserted some of the emendations from the manuscript proposed by Margaret Cardwell in her edition of the novel (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993). The most significant of these (eighteen words) are phonetic representations of dialect which were normalized in the first edition, such as ‘meshes’ for ‘marshes’, ‘indiwidual’ for ‘individual’, ‘notsermuch’ for ‘not so much’. In fourteen other cases I have followed Cardwell in correcting words which were originally misprinted, such as disconcerted for discontented, correspondingly for corresponding. In two other cases, both mentioned in the notes, I have preferred the manuscript reading to that of the first edition. I am most grateful to the Trustees of the Wisbech and Fenland Museum for permission to examine the manuscript and to print a transcription of Dickens’s working notes in Appendix B.

Anyone interested in the history of the composition and publication of Great Expectations should consult Cardwell’s edition, which contains an extensive discussion of the complicated series of variations between the manuscript, the text as serialized weekly in Dickens’s magazine All the Year Round between 1 December 1860 and 3 August 1861, the various surviving proofs of the serial publications, the American serial and volume publications of 1861, the first edition in three volumes of July 1861, and the editions of 1862, 1863, 1864, 1865 and 1868.

Appendix A prints the ending of the novel as Dickens originally conceived it. Appendix B prints some of his working notes.
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Kent in the early nineteenth century, showing some of the places mentioned in the text and notes
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CHAPTER I



My father’s family name being Pirrip, and my christian name Philip, my infant tongue could make of both names nothing longer or more explicit than Pip. So, I called myself Pip, and came to be called Pip.

I give Pirrip as my father’s family name, on the authority of his tombstone and my sister – Mrs. Joe Gargery, who married the blacksmith. As I never saw my father or my mother, and never saw any likeness of either of them (for their days were long before the days of photographs1), my first fancies regarding what they were like, were unreasonably derived from their tombstones. The shape of the letters on my father’s, gave me an odd idea that he was a square, stout, dark man, with curly black hair. From the character and turn of the inscription, “Also Georgiana Wife of the Above,” I drew a childish conclusion that my mother was freckled and sickly. To five little stone lozenges, each about a foot and a half long, which were arranged in a neat row beside their grave, and were sacred to the memory of five little brothers of mine – who gave up trying to get a living, exceedingly early in that universal struggle – I am indebted for a belief I religiously entertained that they had all been born on their backs with their hands in their trousers-pockets, and had never taken them out in this state of existence.

Ours was the marsh country, down by the river,2 within, as the river wound, twenty miles of the sea. My first most vivid and broad impression of the identity of things, seems to me to have been gained on a memorable raw afternoon towards evening. At such a time I found out for certain, that this bleak place overgrown with nettles was the churchyard; and that Philip Pirrip, late of this parish, and also Georgiana wife of the above, were dead and buried; and that Alexander, Bartholomew, Abraham, Tobias, and Roger, infant children of the aforesaid, were also dead and buried; and that the dark flat wilderness beyond the churchyard, intersected with dykes and mounds and gates, with scattered cattle feeding on it, was the marshes; and that the low leaden line beyond, was the river; and that the distant savage lair from which the wind was rushing, was the sea; and that the small bundle of shivers growing afraid of it all and beginning to cry, was Pip.

“Hold your noise!” cried a terrible voice, as a man started up from among the graves at the side of the church porch. “Keep still, you little devil, or I’ll cut your throat!”

A fearful man, all in coarse grey, with a great iron on his leg.3 A man with no hat, and with broken shoes, and with an old rag tied round his head. A man who had been soaked in water, and smothered in mud, and lamed by stones, and cut by flints, and stung by nettles, and torn by briars; who limped, and shivered, and glared and growled; and whose teeth chattered in his head as he seized me by the chin.

“O! Don’t cut my throat, sir,” I pleaded in terror. “Pray don’t do it, sir.”

“Tell us your name!” said the man. “Quick!”

“Pip, sir.”

“Once more,” said the man, staring at me. “Give it mouth!”

“Pip. Pip, sir!”

“Show us where you live,” said the man. “Pint out the place!”

I pointed to where our village lay, on the flat in-shore among the alder-trees and pollards, a mile or more from the church.

The man, after looking at me for a moment, turned me upside-down and emptied my pockets. There was nothing in them but a piece of bread. When the church came to itself – for he was so sudden and strong that he made it go head over heels before me, and I saw the steeple under my feet – when the church came to itself, I say, I was seated on a high tombstone, trembling, while he ate the bread ravenously.

“You young dog,” said the man, licking his lips, “what fat cheeks you ha’ got.”

I believe they were fat, though I was at that time undersized for my years, and not strong.

“Darn Me if I couldn’t eat ’em,” said the man, with a threatening shake of his head, “and if I han’t half a mind to’t!”

I earnestly expressed my hope that he wouldn’t, and held tighter to the tombstone on which he had put me; partly, to keep myself upon it; partly, to keep myself from crying.

“Now then, lookee here!” said the man. “Where’s your mother?”

“There, sir!” said I.

He started, made a short run, and stopped and looked over his shoulder.

“There, sir!” I timidly explained. “Also Georgiana. That’s my mother.”

“Oh!” said he, coming back. “And is that your father alonger your mother?”

“Yes, sir,” said I, “him too; late of this parish.”

“Ha!” he muttered then, considering. “Who d’ye live with – supposin’ you’re kindly let to live, which I han’t made up my mind about?”

“My sister, sir – Mrs. Joe Gargery – wife of Joe Gargery, the blacksmith, sir.”

“Blacksmith, eh?” said he. And looked down at his leg.

After darkly looking at his leg and at me several times, he came closer to my tombstone, took me by both arms, and tilted me back as far as he could hold me; so that his eyes looked most powerfully down into mine, and mine looked most helplessly up into his.

“Now lookee here,” he said, “the question being whether you’re to be let to live. You know what a file is.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And you know what wittles is.”

“Yes sir.”

After each question he tilted me over a little more, so as to give me a greater sense of helplessness and danger.

“You get me a file.” He tilted me again. “And you get me wittles.” He tilted me again. “You bring ’em both to me.” He tilted me again. “Or I’ll have your heart and liver out.” He tilted me again.

I was dreadfully frightened, and so giddy that I clung to him with both hands, and said, “If you would kindly please to let me keep upright, sir, perhaps I shouldn’t be sick, and perhaps I could attend more.”

He gave me a most tremendous dip and roll, so that the church jumped over its own weather-cock. Then, he held me by the arms, in an upright position on the top of the stone, and went on in these fearful terms:

“You bring me, to-morrow morning early, that file and them wittles. You bring the lot to me, at that old Battery4 over yonder. You do it, and you never dare to say a word or dare to make a sign concerning your having seen such a person as me, or any person sumever, and you shall be let to live. You fail, or you go from my words in any partickler, no matter how small it is, and your heart and your liver shall be tore out, roasted and ate. Now, I ain’t alone, as you may think I am. There’s a young man hid with me, in comparison with which young man I am a Angel. That young man hears the words I speak. That young man has a secret way pecooliar to himself, of getting at a boy, and at his heart, and at his liver. It is in wain for a boy to attempt to hide himself from that young man. A boy may lock his door, may be warm in bed, may tuck himself up, may draw the clothes over his head, may think himself comfortable and safe, but that young man will softly creep and creep his way to him and tear him open. I am a keeping that young man from harming of you at the present moment, with great difficulty. I find it wery hard to hold that young man off of your inside. Now, what do you say?”

I said that I would get him the file, and I would get him what broken bits of food I could, and I would come to him at the Battery early in the morning.

“Say Lord strike you dead if you don’t!” said the man.

I said so, and he took me down.

“Now,” he pursued, “you remember what you’ve undertook, and you remember that young man, and you get home!”

“Goo-good night, sir,” I faltered.

“Much of that!” said he, glancing about him over the cold wet flat. “I wish I was a frog. Or a eel!”

At the same time, he hugged his shuddering body in both his arms – clasping himself, as if to hold himself together – and limped towards the low church wall. As I saw him go, picking his way among the nettles, and among the brambles that bound the green mounds, he looked in my young eyes as if he were eluding the hands of the dead people, stretching up cautiously out of their graves, to get a twist upon his ankle and pull him in.

When he came to the low church wall, he got over it, like a man whose legs were numbed and stiff, and then turned round to look for me. When I saw him turning, I set my face towards home, and made the best use of my legs. But presently I looked over my shoulder, and saw him going on again towards the river, still hugging himself in both arms, and picking his way with his sore feet among the great stones dropped into the marshes here and there, for stepping-places when the rains were heavy, or the tide was in.

The marshes were just a long black horizontal line then, as I stopped to look after him; and the river was just another horizontal line, not nearly so broad nor yet so black; and the sky was just a row of long angry red lines and dense black lines intermixed. On the edge of the river I could faintly make out the only two black things in all the prospect that seemed to be standing upright; one of these was the beacon by which the sailors steered – like an unhooped cask upon a pole – an ugly thing when you were near it; the other, a gibbet with some chains hanging to it which had once held a pirate. The man was limping on towards this latter, as if he were the pirate come to life, and come down, and going back to hook himself up again. It gave me a terrible turn when I thought so; and as I saw the cattle lifting their heads to gaze after him, I wondered whether they thought so too. I looked all round for the horrible young man, and could see no signs of him. But, now I was frightened again, and ran home without stopping.


CHAPTER II



My sister, Mrs. Joe Gargery, was more than twenty years older than I, and had established a great reputation with herself and the neighbours because she had brought me up “by hand.”1 Having at that time to find out for myself what the expression meant, and knowing her to have a hard and heavy hand, and to be much in the habit of laying it upon her husband as well as upon me, I supposed that Joe Gargery and I were both brought up by hand.

She was not a good-looking woman, my sister; and I had a general impression that she must have made Joe Gargery marry her by hand. Joe was a fair man, with curls of flaxen hair on each side of his smooth face, and with eyes of such a very undecided blue that they seemed to have somehow got mixed with their own whites. He was a mild, good-natured, sweet-tempered, easy-going, foolish, dear fellow – a sort of Hercules2 in strength, and also in weakness.

My sister, Mrs. Joe, with black hair and eyes, had such a prevailing redness of skin that I sometimes used to wonder whether it was possible she washed herself with a nutmeg-grater instead of soap. She was tall and bony, and almost always wore a coarse apron, fastened over her figure behind with two loops, and having a square impregnable bib in front, that was stuck full of pins and needles. She made it a powerful merit in herself, and a strong reproach against Joe, that she wore this apron so much. Though I really see no reason why she should have worn it at all: or why, if she did wear it at all, she should not have taken it off, every day of her life.

Joe’s forge adjoined our house, which was a wooden house, as many of the dwellings in our country were – most of them, at that time. When I ran home from the churchyard, the forge was shut up, and Joe was sitting alone in the kitchen. Joe and I being fellow-sufferers, and having confidences as such, Joe imparted a confidence to me, the moment I raised the latch of the door and peeped in at him opposite to it, sitting in the chimney corner.

“Mrs. Joe has been out a dozen times, looking for you, Pip. And she’s out now, making it a baker’s dozen.”3

“Is she?”

“Yes, Pip,” said Joe; “and what’s worse, she’s got Tickler with her.”

At this dismal intelligence, I twisted the only button on my waistcoat round and round, and looked in great depression at the fire. Tickler was a wax-ended piece of cane, worn smooth by collision with my tickled frame.

“She sot down,” said Joe, “and she got up, and she made a grab at Tickler, and she Ram-paged out. That’s what she did,” said Joe, slowly clearing the fire between the lower bars with the poker, and looking at it: “she Ram-paged out, Pip.”

“Has she been gone long, Joe?” I always treated him as a larger species of child, and as no more than my equal.

“Well,” said Joe, glancing up at the Dutch clock,4 “she’s been on the Ram-page, this last spell, about five minutes, Pip. She’s a coming! Get behind the door, old chap, and have the jack-towel5 betwixt you.”

I took the advice. My sister, Mrs. Joe, throwing the door wide open, and finding an obstruction behind it, immediately divined the cause, and applied Tickler to its further investigation. She concluded by throwing me – I often served her as a connubial missile – at Joe, who, glad to get hold of me on any terms, passed me on into the chimney and quietly fenced me up there with his great leg.

“Where have you been, you young monkey?” said Mrs. Joe, stamping her foot. “Tell me directly what you’ve been doing to wear me away with fret and fright and worrit, or I’d have you out of that corner if you was fifty Pips, and he was five hundred Gargerys.”

“I have only been to the churchyard,” said I, from my stool, crying and rubbing myself.

“Churchyard!” repeated my sister. “If it warn’t for me you’d have been to the churchyard long ago, and stayed there. Who brought you up by hand?”

“You did,” said I.

“And why did I do it, I should like to know!” exclaimed my sister.

I whimpered, “I don’t know.”

“I don’t!” said my sister. “I’d never do it again! I know that. I may truly say I’ve never had this apron of mine off, since born you were. It’s bad enough to be a blacksmith’s wife (and him a Gargery) without being your mother.”

My thoughts strayed from that question as I looked disconsolately at the fire. For, the fugitive out on the marshes with the ironed leg, the mysterious young man, the file, the food, and the dreadful pledge I was under to commit a larceny on those sheltering premises, rose before me in the avenging coals.

“Hah!” said Mrs. Joe, restoring Tickler to his station. “Churchyard, indeed! You may well say churchyard, you two.” One of us, by-the-by, had not said it at all. “You’ll drive me to the churchyard betwixt you, one of these days, and oh, a pr-r-recious pair you’d be without me!”

As she applied herself to set the tea-things, Joe peeped down at me over his leg, as if he were mentally casting me and himself up,6 and calculating what kind of pair we practically should make, under the grievous circumstances foreshadowed. After that, he sat feeling his right-side flaxen curls and whisker, and following Mrs. Joe about with his blue eyes, as his manner always was at squally times.

My sister had a trenchant way of cutting our bread-and-butter for us, that never varied. First, with her left hand she jammed the loaf hard and fast against her bib – where it sometimes got a pin into it, and sometimes a needle, which we afterwards got into our mouths. Then she took some butter (not too much) on a knife and spread it on the loaf, in an apothecary kind of way as if she were making a plaister7 – using both sides of the knife with a slapping dexterity, and trimming and moulding the butter off round the crust. Then, she gave the knife a final smart wipe on the edge of the plaister, and then sawed a very thick round off the loaf: which she finally, before separating from the loaf, hewed into two halves, of which Joe got one, and I the other.

On the present occasion, though I was hungry, I dared not eat my slice. I felt that I must have something in reserve for my dreadful acquaintance, and his ally the still more dreadful young man. I knew Mrs. Joe’s housekeeping to be of the strictest kind, and that my larcenous researches might find nothing available in the safe. Therefore I resolved to put my hunk of bread-and-butter down the leg of my trousers.

The effort of resolution necessary to the achievement of this purpose, I found to be quite awful. It was as if I had to make up my mind to leap from the top of a high house, or plunge into a great depth of water. And it was made the more difficult by the unconscious Joe. In our already-mentioned freemasonry as fellow-sufferers, and in his good-natured companionship with me, it was our evening habit to compare the way we bit through our slices, by silently holding them up to each other’s admiration now and then – which stimulated us to new exertions. To-night, Joe several times invited me, by the display of his fast-diminishing slice, to enter upon our usual friendly competition; but he found me, each time, with my yellow mug of tea on one knee, and my untouched bread-and-butter on the other. At last, I desperately considered that the thing I contemplated must be done, and that it had best be done in the least improbable manner consistent with the circumstances. I took advantage of a moment when Joe had just looked at me, and got my bread-and-butter down my leg.

Joe was evidently made uncomfortable by what he supposed to be my loss of appetite, and took a thoughtful bite out of his slice, which he didn’t seem to enjoy. He turned it about in his mouth much longer than usual, pondering over it a good deal, and after all gulped it down like a pill. He was about to take another bite, and had just got his head on one side for a good purchase on it, when his eye fell on me, and he saw that my bread-and-butter was gone.

The wonder and consternation with which Joe stopped on the threshold of his bite and stared at me, were too evident to escape my sister’s observation.

“What’s the matter now?” said she, smartly, as she put down her cup.

“I say, you know!” muttered Joe, shaking his head at me in a very serious remonstrance. “Pip, old chap! You’ll do yourself a mischief. It’ll stick somewhere. You can’t have chawed it, Pip.”

“What’s the matter now?” repeated my sister, more sharply than before.

“If you can cough any trifle on it up, Pip, I’d recommend you to do it,” said Joe, all aghast. “ ‘Manners is manners, but still your elth’s your elth.’ ”

By this time, my sister was quite desperate, so she pounced on Joe, and, taking him by the two whiskers, knocked his head for a little while against the wall behind him: while I sat in the corner, looking guiltily on.

“Now, perhaps you’ll mention what’s the matter,” said my sister, out of breath, “you staring great stuck pig.”

Joe looked at her in a helpless way; then took a helpless bite, and looked at me again.

“You know, Pip,” said Joe, solemnly, with his last bite in his cheek, and speaking in a confidential voice, as if we two were quite alone, “you and me is always friends, and I’d be the last to tell upon you, any time. But such a” – he moved his chair and looked about the floor between us, and then again at me – “such a most oncommon Bolt as that!”

“Been bolting his food, has he?” cried my sister.

“You know, old chap,” said Joe, looking at me, and not at Mrs. Joe with his bite still in his cheek, “I Bolted, myself, when I was your age – frequent – and as a boy I’ve been among a many Bolters; but I never see your Bolting equal yet, Pip, and it’s a mercy you ain’t Bolted dead.”

My sister made a dive at me, and fished me up by the hair: saying nothing more than the awful words, “You come along and be dosed.”

Some medical beast had revived Tar-water8 in those days as a fine medicine, and Mrs. Joe always kept a supply of it in the cupboard; having a belief in its virtues correspondent to its nastiness. At the best of times, so much of this elixir was administered to me as a choice restorative, that I was conscious of going about, smelling like a new fence. On this particular evening the urgency of my case demanded a pint of this mixture, which was poured down my throat, for my greater comfort, while Mrs. Joe held my head under her arm, as a boot would be held in a boot-jack. Joe got off with half a pint; but was made to swallow that (much to his disturbance, as he sat slowly munching and meditating before the fire), “because he had had a turn.” Judging from myself, I should say he certainly had a turn afterwards, if he had had none before.

Conscience is a dreadful thing when it accuses man or boy; but when, in the case of a boy, that secret burden co-operates with another secret burden down the leg of his trousers, it is (as I can testify) a great punishment. The guilty knowledge that I was going to rob Mrs. Joe – I never thought I was going to rob Joe, for I never thought of any of the housekeeping property as his – united to the necessity of always keeping one hand on my bread-and-butter as I sat, or when I was ordered about the kitchen on any small errand, almost drove me out of my mind. Then, as the marsh winds made the fire glow and flare, I thought I heard the voice outside, of the man with the iron on his leg who had sworn me to secrecy, declaring that he couldn’t and wouldn’t starve until to-morrow but must be fed now. At other times, I thought, What if the young man who was with so much difficulty restrained from imbruing his hands in me,9 should yield to a constitutional impatience, or should mistake the time, and should think himself accredited to my heart and liver to-night, instead of to-morrow! If ever anybody’s hair stood on end with terror, mine must have done so then. But, perhaps, nobody’s ever did?

It was Christmas Eve, and I had to stir the pudding for the next day, with a copper-stick,10 from seven to eight by the Dutch clock. I tried it with the load upon my leg (and that made me think afresh of the man with the load on his leg), and found the tendency of exercise to bring the bread-and-butter out of my ankle, quite unmanageable. Happily, I slipped away, and deposited that part of my conscience in my garret bedroom.

“Hark!” said I, when I had done my stirring, and was taking a final warm in the chimney corner before being sent up to bed; “was that great guns, Joe?”

“Ah!” said Joe. “There’s another conwict off.”

“What does that mean, Joe?” said I.

Mrs. Joe, who always took explanations upon herself, said, snappishly, “Escaped. Escaped.” Administering the definition like Tarwater.

While Mrs. Joe sat with her head bending over her needlework, I put my mouth into the forms of saying to Joe, “What’s a convict?” Joe put his mouth into the forms of returning such a highly elaborate answer, that I could make out nothing of it but the single word “Pip.”

“There was a conwict off last night,” said Joe, aloud, “after sunset-gun. And they fired warning of him. And now, it appears they’re firing warning of another.”

“Who’s firing?” said I.

“Drat that boy,” interposed my sister, frowning at me over her work, “what a questioner he is. Ask no questions, and you’ll be told no lies.”

It was not very polite to herself, I thought, to imply that I should be told lies by her, even if I did ask questions. But she never was polite, unless there was company.

At this point, Joe greatly augmented my curiosity by taking the utmost pains to open his mouth very wide, and to put it into the form of a word that looked to me like “sulks.” Therefore, I naturally pointed to Mrs. Joe, and put my mouth into the form of saying, “her?” But Joe wouldn’t hear of that, at all, and again opened his mouth very wide, and shook the form of a most emphatic word out of it. But I could make nothing of the word.

“Mrs. Joe,” said I, as a last resource, “I should like to know – if you wouldn’t much mind – where the firing comes from?”

“Lord bless the boy!” exclaimed my sister, as if she didn’t quite mean that, but rather the contrary. “From the Hulks.”11

“Oh-h!” said I, looking at Joe. “Hulks!”

Joe gave a reproachful cough, as much as to say, “Well, I told you so.”

“And please what’s Hulks?” said I.

“That’s the way with this boy!” exclaimed my sister, pointing me out with her needle and thread, and shaking her head at me. “Answer him one question, and he’ll ask you a dozen directly. Hulks are prison-ships, right ’cross th’ meshes.” We always used that name for marshes, in our country.

“I wonder who’s put into prison-ships, and why they’re put there?” said I, in a general way, and with quiet desperation.

It was too much for Mrs. Joe, who immediately rose. “I tell you what, young fellow,” said she, “I didn’t bring you up by hand to badger people’s lives out. It would be blame to me, and not praise, I had. People are put in the Hulks because they murder, and because they rob, and forge, and do all sorts of bad; and they always begin by asking questions. Now, you get along to bed!”

I was never allowed a candle to light me to bed, and, as I went upstairs in the dark, with my head tingling – from Mrs. Joe’s thimble
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