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BARNABY RUDGE


Charles Dickens was born in 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 he adopted; thereafter, all Dickens’s novels were first published in serial form. He began Oliver Twist in 1837, followed by Nicholas Nickleby (1838) 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). A Christmas Carol, the first of the hugely popular Christmas Books, appeared in 1843, while Martin Chuzzlewit, which included a fictionalized account of his American travels, was first published over the period 1843–4. During 1844–6 Dickens travelled abroad and he began Dombey and Son 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 (1853) and Little Dorrit (1857), 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 (1865) 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 Poets’ Corner of Westminster Abbey.
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Introduction


Barnaby Rudge is a novel full of mystery, and it is almost impossible to discuss the book without revealing some of its secrets. Readers new to the novel may prefer to read the story first and treat this introduction as a postscript.

1

Barnaby Rudge is the most untimely of historical novels. It was untimely in its birth, its publishers, its subject matter, its title and its initial reception. It is untimely still. Dickens’s fifth novel was first published in his short-lived weekly magazine Master Humphrey’s Clock in 1841, immediately following the triumphant success of The Old Curiosity Shop. Dickens was then at the top of the tree, at twenty-nine the most successful of all English novelists, with a popular following which had recently reached another peak with the heart-wringing (to contemporary readers at least) death of Little Nell. Barnaby Rudge, however, failed to repeat the success of its precursor, and the magazine’s circulation fell steadily from an initial 70,000 to 30,000 by the end: a more than respectable number by most standards, but not those of Dickens, who had become used to an ever-rising reputation and readership. Unlike some of his critically less successful later novels, such as Hard Times or Little Dorrit, Barnaby Rudge has, so far, not been rescued by later generations and, despite some vigorous defences of its achievement, it has remained probably the least-liked and most neglected of his novels. Yet passages, particularly the scenes of the storming of Newgate, have long been among the most admired in his work, and have a continuing dramatic force and power. In part because of its comparative neglect, Barnaby Rudge still retains the power to shock and surprise its readers; it can still take our breath away.

Uniquely among Dickens’s novels, the composition of Barnaby Rudge was repeatedly delayed. Dickens had first mooted a tale about the anti-Catholic Gordon Riots of 1780 (to be called ‘Gabriel Vardon: The Locksmith of London’) in 1836, seizing on one of the most dramatic episodes of popular unrest in London’s history as the basis for his first attempt at an historical novel. He did not begin writing the book, however, until January 1839, but this was to be a false start, to be followed by another in October of that year; turning back to his manuscript once more in 1841, he succeeded in completing what was now called Barnaby Rudge; A Tale of the Riots of ’Eighty. The novel of Dickens most concerned with time and what appears in time consistently refused to appear on time. There were several reasons for this, not least his troubled relations with the three different publishers to whom at various points he had promised the book, but perhaps the most important was the quite unprecedented success of his first novel, Pickwick Papers (1836–7), which made his reputation as a novelist of contemporary life. Its successors – Oliver Twist, Nicholas Nickleby, The Old Curiosity Shop – built on this, and added a campaigning radicalism against social injustice. Barnaby Rudge was a departure in both subject matter and tone, with none of the vivid life of contemporary England that had made Dickens famous, and a more complex sense of political motivation and action. It was closer to the ideas and terrain of his great predecessor Sir Walter Scott, or of friends and rivals such as Edward Bulwer-Lytton and William Harrison Ainsworth, whose own novel about a great conflagration in London, Old Saint Paul’s, was serialized in the Sunday Times at the same time as Barnaby Rudge was appearing. When Dickens first thought of writing an historical novel five years before as a struggling hack author, it had seemed to promise the chance of literary respectability as well as popular success. When it finally appeared, it did so within a literary culture that had been transformed by his own work.

Historical fiction was ‘the most successful form of the century’1 and one that almost every major figure of the age attempted at some stage in his or her career: not only Dickens with A Tale of Two Cities and Barnaby Rudge, but also William Makepeace Thackeray, Anthony Trollope, Elizabeth Gaskell, Wilkie Collins, George Eliot and Thomas Hardy. The historical novel had great appeal, both to readers and authors, from its emergence in the late eighteenth century with the novels of Scott; an appeal that continued throughout the nineteenth century. Yet today, as John Sutherland puts it, it is the ‘least-honoured of Victorian fictional genres’,2 and there are miles of mouldering library shelves to confirm it. Nothing seems to date more quickly than a previous era’s view of the past, and even those novels by the masters of Victorian prose are only marginal to our sense of their creators’ achievement: no one now would see Romola (1863) as George Eliot’s greatest work, admire Collins’s Antonina, or The Fall of Rome (1850) over The Woman in White (1860), or read Trollope’s tedious La Vendée (1850) in preference to the Barchester chronicles. Fiction’s attempt to master history leads, more often than not, to being made redundant by it. Yet it was a persistent desire of Victorian novelists to repeat the success of Scott and to raise the novel to the seriousness and dignity that history was thought to offer, and to animate their stories with a newly expanded historical knowledge, a desire too often undercut by the wish for novelty and simple wish-fulfilment, for stories of heroic apprentices, distressed virgins and villainous barons.

Barnaby Rudge shares many characteristics with both ‘serious’ historical novels and the more popular romances of Ainsworth and G. P. R. James: it follows the progress of a number of characters, from a range of social classes, and shows how their interlinked fates develop through the course of a great historical action; it contains, like so many novels of Scott and Ainsworth, a pair of love stories that are hindered by social and religious barriers and difficulties but which end triumphantly; it has a fast-paced and gripping action, with a complex plot and highly dramatic encounters of competing individuals and social forces; it places ‘real’ historical figures side by side with imaginary characters; it provides a detailed topography of the places in which it is set, and takes pains to be historically and geographically accurate. Like many other historical novels of the period, it climaxes in a dramatic public event – the storming of Newgate prison – which also decides the fate of the individuals whose story we have followed. Like other historical romances, it has conflicts of love and belief that cross class boundaries, and a plot furnished with an upstart apprentice, a scheming aristocrat, an heroic working man, a banished son, a double murderer and no less than three abducted virgins.

Yet in many ways, Barnaby Rudge is an unusual and deviant example of the form. It is only for example in Chapter the Thirty-fourth, more than a third of the way through the book, that anything remotely like an historical event takes place. Until then, the story seems to be a romance or mystery tale concerning a double murder and a strange disappearance twenty-two years before. Nor is Barnaby Rudge a typical hero: he is a sort of idiot, and in the central action of the novel he is joined by other socially marginal and unheroic figures such as Dennis, the public hangman, and Hugh, the semi-human ostler. Indeed, at one point Dickens’s intention was to have the Riots led by three escapees from Bedlam.3 The plotting seems more to resemble that of a Gothic novel, full of ruins, secrets and ghostly reappearances. Gothic fiction, with stories often set in exotic and mysterious landscapes and buildings, and with plots which were nightmarish explorations of irrational fear and unearthly deeds, had flourished since the latter decades of the eighteenth century, although, by the 1840s, Gothic effects were increasingly confined to ephemeral and popular fiction. In Barnaby Rudge, alongside the normal causal mechanisms and events that we find in historical fiction, we constantly encounter uncanny effects and ghostly mysteries. Although there were precedents for this in Ainsworth’s work in particular, Dickens uses the interplay of ‘Gothic’ and ‘historical’ elements in much more innovative and complex ways, which entangle the historical plot within the stranger, temporally dislocating, forces of Gothic. Modern history rests on our sense that the past is safely over and can become the subject of disinterested knowledge; the Gothic elements of Barnaby Rudge ensure that this novel carries no such reassurance.

For in this novel, history is a repetitive and strangely doubled business.4 Instead of safely progressing, here things repeat and repeat. Characters, names, events, all return or are in danger of returning. This repetition is of various sorts: psychic repetition; repetition within families, particularly in the relation between fathers and sons; historical repetition where the present repeats the past; and traumatic repetition, where suffering and pain seem able to arrest and disorder time itself. The events of the latter part of the book, set in 1780, repeat those of the earlier chapters, set five years earlier, and both periods are haunted by the murder which occurred more than twenty years before as Rudge Senior, the man thought to be dead, comes back alive. For Lord George Gordon, the leader of the riots that bear his name and which come to dominate the book, the period he is living through is a repetition of the events of both the sixteenth century and the political settlement that debarred Roman Catholics from the throne, the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688. Dickens’s presentation of events, particularly the climactic burning of Newgate, is self-consciously a repetition or echoing of scenes from the French Revolution, which began in 1789, only a few years later. The scenes also repeat or echo another French Revolution, Thomas Carlyle’s celebrated 1837 history, a book which Dickens admired and which was later to colour deeply his only other historical novel, A Tale of Two Cities (1859), which resembles Barnaby Rudge in its subject matter and mode of writing, but which it also differs from in substantial ways. Both books centre on spectacular popular upheavals in the late eighteenth century and the terror of mob rule, both climax with an escape from prison and both move to redemptive and optimistic endings. A Tale of Two Cities is, as its title hints, as fascinated and troubled as Barnaby Rudge is by the power of doubling and repetition in history. But the differences between the two books are equally striking, for A Tale of Two Cities is a shorter and more tightly focused work which subordinates Dickens’s usual rich characterization and linguistic inventiveness to the needs of a fast-paced and dramatic plot. Its emphasis on incident over character, and dialogue over description, has made A Tale of Two Cities successful and popular on a scale that Rudge has never been – although Tale’s ability to win a large readership has never really been matched by a corresponding critical acclaim. Its promise is that revolutionary upheavals, however violent and distressing, can be transfigured by one man’s self-sacrificing love, while Barnaby Rudge has a more complex sense of the strangeness of historical events and the inability of human intentions and actions to influence them.

Barnaby Rudge repeats in other ways too. It echoes the kind of novels that had made Scott famous, for example, as well as certain celebrated scenes within them, like the storming of the Tollbooth in The Heart of Mid-Lothian (1818). It also represents (which is itself a form of repetition) certain real persons, such as Gordon and Edward Dennis, the public hangman from 1771 to 1786, who was imprisoned for riot, and whose name Dickens borrows for his fictional rioting hangman. The consequence is that there seem to be many different competing times and temporalities imposed on top of each other in the book: from Varden’s secular and progressive time and Rudge’s haunted and repetitive life outside time to Gordon’s sacred and prophetic time. They are inextricably bound together but difficult to reconcile to a single story or coherent development. This historical doubling is seen as both necessary – no historical understanding is possible without it – and a potentially tragic error, for those, like Gordon, condemned to the misrecognitions it inevitably engenders.

In his influential study of the historical novel, George Lukács argued that the French Revolution marked an epoch in literary as well as political history.5 The experience of the mass armies of the Napoleonic wars radically changed people’s conception of themselves and their place in society, creating a qualitatively new and historical understanding of the world, as an apparently unchanging social order suddenly gave way to a much more unstable and openly conflictual society. But the French Revolution also saw the birth of an equally powerful and influential form, to which Barnaby Rudge has a strong affinity: melodrama. For Peter Brooks, in his classic account, the loss of the sacred and its institutions of Church and Monarchy at this period, and the eclipse of literary forms such as tragedy and the comedy of manners, led to a distinctively new melodramatic way of depicting and understanding the world.6 Melodrama, both on stage and in fiction, he argues, stages a confrontation of absolute and contending moral forces, which through a procession of heightened and often implausible events leads to a purging of the social order and the triumphant display of moral purity and goodness. The language of melodrama moves to forms of absolute expression, to a perfect externalization of primordial and excessive emotion, to static and polarized oppositions. This leads not to an historical understanding but to the revelation of an essentially unhistorical ‘moral occult’ of dramatically opposed moral qualities, which entails ‘a reassertion of magic and taboo, a recognition of the diabolical forces which inhabit our world and our inner being’.7 This is true of much of Barnaby Rudge, a novel constantly drawn to vivid contrasts, implausible coincidences and heightened emotions: Barnaby’s father, Rudge, for example, is described in characteristic passages as ‘a spectre at … licentious feasts’ (ch. 16) and ‘a ghost upon the earth’ (ch. 17), and his wife fears that the walls will drip blood at the mention of her name.

Historical fiction is drawn to the battlefield, to the confrontation of public choices and destinies; melodrama to the confines of castles and vaults. History is either the bearer and realizer of human progress through the struggle of classes; or, as in melodrama, a mere backdrop against which the more essential psychic conflicts of generations and families are played out. Perhaps all historical fiction, perhaps all fiction, partakes of both these modes of understanding, but Barnaby Rudge is peculiarly torn by the conflicting claims of popular mass action and public conflict on the one hand, and psychic terror and the conflict of generations on the other. Indeed, it could almost be said that Barnaby Rudge stages the war of these two forces, these two understandings, these two world views – the historical and the melodramatic. In that conflict we find the book’s continuing and disturbing power.

2

It is often thought that Dickens’s decision to use the Gordon Riots as the subject of his novel was an eccentric one and that they were an historically marginal event, chosen simply for the sake of a vivid climax in the burning down of Newgate at the end.8 Although the Riots create little resonance today, this was far from the case when Dickens was writing, for they were ‘the largest, deadliest and most protracted urban riots in British history’ and took place a mere two generations before the book’s publication.9 Nor were they a throwback to an earlier, more intolerant age or simply an excuse for thuggish violence, for they articulated an essential component of British national identity, its Protestantism, and one which was a continuing and living force in Dickens’s day. In 1828–9, for example, in the build-up to the legislation that released Catholics from most legal disabilities, there were hundreds of anti-Catholic petitions to Parliament and in Dickens’s county of Kent a meeting of 60,000 anti-Catholic protesters and the widespread circulation of anti-Catholic tracts that would have warmed the cockles of Mrs Varden and her fellow-proselytes.10 For the British throughout the eighteenth and well into the nineteenth century, as Linda Colley has written, ‘the struggles of the Protestant reformation had not ended, but were to be fought over and over again’.11

Dickens thus chose an event that encapsulated a central part of the political history of both the previous century and his own, in which two of the major forces that shaped the national polity were at work: the fear of insurrection and popular anti-Catholicism. Lukács in The Historical Novel dismissed Dickens’s historical fiction on the grounds that their historical settings were used simply as a background to provide ‘purely accidental circumstances for “purely human” tragedies’.12 This is a misleading judgement, because Dickens here brilliantly seized on a significant moment in national history, which since at least the time of Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790) had been seen ‘not as an isolated eruption of disorder but as a failed revolution’ with Gordon himself an ‘archetypal revolutionary figure’ who embodied some of the most threatening and unstable forces of the age.13 Dickens was personally sympathetic to Gordon, describing him as ‘at heart a kind man, and a lover of the despised and rejected, after his fashion’,14 but could see in the riots that bear his name a set of events both exceptional in their scale and representative of a vital strain in national self-formation. His dramatization of these riots reveals a complex tangle of forces and motives underpinning a profoundly ambiguous set of events, which are simultaneously an attempted coup d’état, a popular uprising and a religious pogrom.

Identity, whether national or personal, constitutes itself largely through what it desires and what it rejects or expels, and British identity in this period drew on ‘a vast superstructure of prejudice’ to attack and scapegoat the many ‘men and women who were not allowed to be British so that others could be’.15 Dickens is deeply sympathetic to the victimized Catholics of the story: Geoffrey Haredale is consummately virtuous, and it is his enemy, the sinister Protestant conspirator Sir John Chester, who has the classically ‘Jesuitical’ qualities of deceit and guile. The Protestant Association is brutal and bigoted, and it is Dennis the public hangman who describes his job as ‘sound, Protestant, constitutional, English work’ (ch. 37). As so often in Walter Scott’s novels, romantic love – here that of Emma Haredale and Edward Chester – has to overcome religious difference as well as family enmity in its passage to happiness. But Dickens looks forward as well as back, for, as the nineteenth century progressed, encounters with the Catholic ‘other’ of British identity were increasingly supplanted by similarly polarized and complex encounters with Colonial ‘others’, who were equally desired and feared. In this novel full of doubles, the meetings and conflicts of Protestant and Catholic which dominate the action are doubled by offstage colonial confrontations and exchanges: Edward goes to the West Indies to free himself from his father’s sway, and Joe Willet finds his self by losing his arm in the American War of Independence.16

In the main action, political questions, as so often in Dickens’s novels, are entangled with those of justice and the law. When the novel opens, this appears to be an essentially private matter: the unsolved mystery of Reuben Haredale’s murder. As the book develops, it becomes a matter of public policy and struggle, as Gordon’s mob besieges the Houses of Parliament in an attempt to force it to repeal the Catholic Relief Act, and the Riots culminate in the burning of the house of the Lord Chief Justice, Lord Mansfield. Dickens’s relationship to the law throughout his career is a complex one, in which he is drawn to the enforcement of the law in his fiction while taking an often disturbing delight in its transgression. While planning the novel he wrote in a letter to John Cay, an Edinburgh lawyer, to say that ‘I think I can make a better riot than Lord George Gordon did’,17 and nearing its completion gleefully wrote to his friend and future biographer, John Forster, that he had ‘let all the prisoners out of Newgate, burnt down Lord Mansfield’s, and played the very devil. Another number will finish the fires, and help us on towards the end. I feel quite smoky when I am at work.’18 Often savagely critical of the existing legal apparatus, Dickens is rarely simply an exponent or enactor of the law, nor is he an anarchic opponent of it. It is probably best to think of him as what we could call a paranomian, a figure who simulates and disorders the law, and yet also holds out the hope and possibility of a better justice.

Many of the most important scenes in Dickens’s fiction take place in prison, and Barnaby Rudge is no exception. His father had been imprisoned for debt when Dickens was a boy, and it is only in prison that Barnaby can meet his own errant father. More darkly, in one of the more grotesque scenes in a novel full of grotesquerie, Dennis the hangman breaks into Newgate in company with the rioters in order to gloat over the deaths of the men in the condemned cells, trapped by the fire that is supposed to liberate them. Dickens here takes one of the most important images of Romantic literature and culture, that of liberation from a prison, and turns it into something more sinister. For many nineteenth-century writers, history was the history of human beings gradually learning to choose the form of their society and culture and in the process liberating themselves from the tyranny of superstition. Although there are occasions when men and women make their own history in this book, as when Gabriel Varden heroically resists the mob, more often characters find themselves trapped in actions or patterns of behaviour without apparent sense or reason. This is often an uncanny matter, as when Haredale, for all his virtue, is finally led or driven to the Warren where he meets, fatally, the phantom that has haunted him so long. Much of the time, the characters seem to move without foreknowledge, their actions contradictory and self-defeating: some of the anti-Catholic rioters, Dickens tells us at the end, ‘owned themselves to be catholics’ (ch. 77).

The psychic life of the novel is thus as strange as the events it depicts. There is a repeated emphasis on the violence of history and the mental disturbance and disorder that both precedes and is caused by it. In Dickens’s account, Gordon is a sort of political hysteric, who suffers from a compulsive need to remember and re-enact the past, projecting his psychic disorder on to public life, just as Sim Tappertit directs his adolescent resentment into the fantasies of the Apprentice Knights. Perhaps the most remarkable is the character of Barnaby himself, who must be one of the most unusual heroes of any Victorian novel. Dickens had pioneered in Oliver Twist and The Old Curiosity Shop the use of children as the moral and emotional centres of the books. Here, he attempts something even more difficult and surprising: naming a novel after someone as socially marginal and intellectually weak as Barnaby is a remarkable act of confidence in his own dramatic powers. The nature of Barnaby’s condition has been disputed over the years. Dickens clearly draws on the tradition of the ‘holy fool’ who is wise as well as foolish, and on figures from Romantic literature such as Wordsworth’s ‘The Idiot Boy’ and Scott’s Madge Wildfire in The Heart of Mid-Lothian, but there is also something dangerous about him: the narrator at one point describes the state of his mind as ‘ghastly’ and ‘cunning’ (ch. 25).19 It is in Hugh, the ostler at the Maypole, however, who we later learn is the illegitimate son of Sir John Chester, where desire and violence unconstrained by rational thought are most deeply explored by Dickens. Like Barnaby, his mental affliction seems deeply, if obscurely, linked to the evil and neglect he suffers from his father; unlike Barnaby he is dangerous both sexually and politically. Mental disorder is not just the property of these characters however, and the novel moves towards a number of climactic events – the sacking of the Maypole, the burning of the Warren, the fall of Newgate – all of which have psychically devastating consequences for those who experience or witness them. Indeed, the whole novel is built around traumatic events, as when John Willet watches the total destruction of his world in the sacking of the Maypole or Rudge Senior in prison is ‘fearful alike, of those within the prison and of those without; of noise and silence; light and darkness; of being released, and being left there to die’ (ch. 65). It is almost as if to witness or experience any historical event in this book is to suffer trauma: a single glimpse of the condemned men escaping from Newgate, writes the narrator, is ‘an image of force enough to dim the whole concourse; to find itself an all-absorbing place, and hold it ever after’ (ch. 65).

As we witness these historical convulsions, we recognize the difficulty of expressing them in language. When Gordon first enters public political life, he does so ‘as suddenly as he appears in these pages’ (ch. 37), without cause, precedent or reason. The most significant events in the book, both private and public, seem to stand outside time: Reuben Haredale appears to his murderer, even twenty-eight years after his death, ‘never changed … never grown older, nor altered in the least degree’ (ch. 62), just as for John Willet, ‘old Time lay snoring, and the world stood still’ (ch. 55) from the moment his beloved sanctuary at the Maypole is violated. The novel constantly emphasizes the impossibility of relying on one’s senses to understand the world – many things in the Riots, comments the narrator, are ‘like nothing that we know of, even in our dreams’ (ch. 65) – and repeatedly takes the reader to paradoxical and contradictory states of mind and feeling. The ‘monstrous and improbable’ events of the Riots, ‘but that we know them to be matter of history’, comments the narrator, would be ‘rejected … as wholly fabulous and absurd’ (ch. 54). The book, which begins by taking its place within a dominant strand of early Victorian representations of the past, that of picturesque history, increasingly comes to figure history not as picturesque, but sublime, exceeding and defeating expression in language.20

3

Barnaby Rudge was written as the political unrest of one decade – the ‘Angry Thirties’ – turned into the suffering of the ‘Hungry Forties’, and a long trade depression threw millions of men and women out of work, with enormous consequent social distress and popular anger. Working people had no formal political representation, and there was little regulation of the often appalling conditions under which they worked. The Chartist agitation for political rights and enfranchisement was moving to its height, and there was widespread fear of bloody social upheaval as mass meetings, riots and uprisings regularly erupted within the political landscape. Dickens was sympathetic to many of the goals of the Chartist movement and consistently identified himself as radical at this period, as he did for much of his life: Oliver Twist had campaigned against the new Poor Law, Nicholas Nickleby against the abuses of the Yorkshire schools, and The Old Curiosity Shop, Barnaby Rudge’s immediate precursor, had contained some particularly moving encounters between Nell and the unemployed, starving poor of the Black Country. After the victory of the conservative Robert Peel in the election of June–July 1841, Dickens wrote a set of anti-Tory verses, of which the best is ‘The Fine Old English Gentleman’; it satirizes nostalgia for an England of the past, which Dickens saw as oppressive and tyrannical, a time of ‘gibbets, whips and chains’.21 Writing to Forster in the middle of Barnaby Rudge, he exclaimed: ‘By Jove how radical I am getting! I wax stronger and stronger in the true principles every day.’22

Barnaby Rudge at first seems to share Dickens’s characteristic impatience with political conservatism and reaction. It is, for example, the absurd fantasizing apprentice Tappertit, not the heroic and admirable Varden, who wants to recapture the past through the secret organizations of the Apprentice Knights and United Bulldogs. One of the most savagely critical scenes Dickens ever wrote is the meeting in Chapter the Forty-seventh between the Tory country magistrate and the homeless and pathetic Barnaby and his mother. The magistrate is an illiterate drunkard and a bully who uses his power to oppress both his wife and the poor. In the two novels written immediately before this, the central protagonists leave London and become performers – Nicholas Nickleby at Crummles’s theatre and Little Nell at Mrs Jarley’s waxworks – where they find havens of friendship and security from the evil forces that pursue them. Here, the opposite occurs: Barnaby and his pet raven, Grip, are forced to perform for the magistrate, which brings them in danger of imprisonment or worse. Whereas the earlier novels had created counter-worlds of theatre and entertainment, which embodied values excluded by the dominant world of the novel, here performance is foolish and potentially deadly, both in Grip’s performance and Sim’s theatrical and preposterous Apprentice Knights. One of the most highly valued things in Dickens’s work becomes nightmarish and oppressive, so that even the traumatic destruction of the Maypole Inn seems like a ‘queer play or entertainment’ (ch. 54).

Although Barnaby Rudge is clearly hostile to such authority figures such as Sir John Chester, John Willet and the Tory country magistrate, it is often seen, with good reason, as one of the more conservative of Dickens’s works, as is clear in its treatment of popular insurrection. Dickens was troubled by the possibility that events of the early 1840s were repeating those of the 1780s, in particular the alliance the Gordon Riots epitomized between ultraconservative forces (represented by the manipulative Sir John Chester) and the explosive force of the radical mob, led by Barnaby, Hugh and Sim.23 Not surprisingly therefore, Dickens’s treatment of the Riots is singularly ambivalent. They are political in one sense – Gordon wished to change the law through petitioning Parliament – but the motives that lead people to participate in them are anything but. Although Gordon himself is sympathetically treated, Dickens clearly did not think of him as being in his right mind, and he is egged on throughout the book by his sinister and malevolent secretary, Gashford. His followers whom we see most clearly are Hugh, Dennis and Barnaby: none is heroic, two are utterly amoral and one (Barnaby) pathetic and misled. Although the Riots themselves are a popular uprising, they do not have radical aims but reactionary ones in Dickens’s telling: to attack and persecute a religious minority. Political violence is seen as essentially pathological, its motivations either trivial or capricious.

More surprisingly, perhaps, the political activity of the book is deeply enmeshed in Gothic and melodramatic material. Political activity in Gordon’s case is seen as a strange kind of haunting or echo chamber, on the edge of insanity. For Gashford the threat of Catholic emancipation means that ‘Queen Elizabeth … weeps within her tomb, and Bloody Mary, with a brow of gloom and shadow, stalks triumphant’ (ch. 35). Tappertit can become an historical agent only by wearing a three-cornered hat and waving a thigh-bone about in a grotesque parody of contemporary trades union ceremonies.24 Gordon and the Apprentice Knights resemble nothing so much as Karl Marx’s description of the later, more successful, conservative revolutionaries who brought Louis  Napoleon Bonaparte to the throne of France: ‘they timidly conjure up the spirits of the past to help them; they borrow their names, slogans and costumes so as to stage the new world-historical scene in this venerable disguise and borrowed language’.25 At times, the historical novel itself becomes a strange or ghostly doubling of history – both of the historical events themselves and of their narration in later sources. All writing has a ghostly quality, conjuring up the presence of things when there is nothing there, but historical novels, particularly one as haunted as Barnaby Rudge, provide a peculiarly intense version of this experience, a story of ghosts of ghosts of ghosts.

A ghost is an anomalous and repetitious presence in the human world which brings something from the past that is simultaneously an inheritance and an obligation. Barnaby Rudge is very concerned with the nature of inheritance, in particular what we inherit from our parents. Although there are important relationships between mothers and their children in the book, in particular that of Barnaby and Mary Rudge, who show a deep mutual devotion, they are dwarfed in significance by the conflicts of fathers and sons. Indeed, Steven Marcus has gone so far as to say that the novel only ‘contemplates one kind of relation – that of fathers and sons’.26 Apart from Gabriel Varden, who is a much more sympathetic character than his wife Martha, fathers in the book are deeply oppressive and tyrannical figures. The most striking example of this is John Willet’s treatment of his son Joe, whom he constantly humiliates, diminishing his stature, treating him as a child, refusing him recognition of his adult masculinity, castrating him, in short. Sir John Chester unites the personal and political forms of oppression in the book, a desperately bad father to his two sons and a wholly immoral Member of Parliament and public figure. Rudge, Barnaby’s father, is an even more disturbing figure, closer to what Slavov Zizek describes as the ‘obscene father’, and Patrick Brantlinger calls a terrifying ‘undead, unholy figure … embodiment of everyone’s worst nightmares, the demon-father whose own demon-father is, according to Gothic convention, the Devil’.27 Radically evil, Rudge is said to have sold his soul to the devil, existing in a strange half-life, haunting, but also human enough to be haunted. Mrs Rudge, pregnant with Barnaby, sees her husband after his murder of Reuben Haredale, and her child is marked for ever by the physical scar, and perhaps also the mental affliction, that is the result of this encounter. Like Hamlet, Barnaby is haunted by the ghost of his father.

In the end, however, Dickens wants to have nothing to do with ghosts, or at least is determined to lay them to rest. At the beginning of Chapter the Thirty-seventh, in an important passage about a recurrent interest, Dickens had written:


To surround anything, however monstrous or ridiculous, with an air of mystery, is to invest it with a secret charm, and power of attraction which to the crowd is irresistible. False priests, false prophets, false doctors, false patriots, false prodigies of every kind, veiling their proceedings in mystery, have always addressed themselves at an immense advantage to the popular credulity, and have been, perhaps, more indebted to that resource in gaining and keeping for a time the upper hand of Truth and Common Sense, than to any half-dozen items in the whole catalogue of imposture.



This novel is, of course, constructed through just such forces. Airs of mystery, monstrous and ridiculous events and characters, prodigies, secret powers and things veiled in mystery drive forward its plot and action. But the novel promises that ‘Truth and Common Sense’ will prevail and the ghosts, who so trouble the boundaries between public life and private hallucination, between the living and the dead and the virtuous and the evil, will all be exorcized. The strange forces embodied by the rioters are expunged through the deaths of Hugh and Dennis, just as Sir John Chester and Geoffrey Haredale’s relationship comes to a poetically just end and a second Maypole Inn arises from the ashes of the old. There is a return at the end of the book to property, possession and inheritance, to a wholesale restoration of patriarchal order, as Gabriel Varden is superlatively restored as ‘the centre of the system: the source of light, heat, life, and frank enjoyment’ (ch. 80) of his household.

However, one aspect of the ghostly and uncanny forces is not so easily exorcized. Early on in the writing of the novel, Dickens told Forster of his plans to have Barnaby accompanied by ‘a pet raven who is immeasurably more knowing than himself. To this end, I have been studying my bird, and think I could make a very queer character of him.’28 John Ruskin described the book as ‘an entirely profitless and monstrous story, in which the principal characters are a coxcomb, an idiot, a madman, a savage blackguard, a foolish tavern-keeper, a mean old maid and a conceited apprentice’, the whole thing ‘a filthy mass’, but nevertheless found Grip delightful.29 The bird resembles the trickster figure in Native American folklore (often embodied as ravens or crows) who ‘continually violates the boundary between nature and culture’ and is not guided by moral conceptions of good and evil.30 A spirit of disorder, an enemy of boundaries, he is inassimilable to rational or coherent explanation, a figure for what is the evil or waste of historical understanding. In a novel deeply interested in and committed to the binary logics both of historical conflict – Protestant versus Catholic; order opposed to disorder – and of melodrama – good against evil; innocence confronting guilt – Grip and his inhumanly human speech are the remainder of the system, what cannot be thought of or narrated within such polarities. It is impossible to decide who or what he is – harmless pet or an evil spirit – or to domesticate him within the homes of the novel or history. He is also, of course, much more intelligent than his master, Barnaby. In his Twilight of the Idols or How to Philosophize with a Hammer, Friedrich Nietzsche wondered if wisdom ‘would perhaps appear on earth as a raven’.31 It was a question Charles Dickens had asked himself half a century before.

4

Barnaby Rudge first appeared in Dickens’s weekly magazine, Master Humphrey’s Clock, which was originally intended as a miscellany to which other authors could contribute.32 This would have taken some of the pressure off him always to be writing new full-length novels, but, for better or worse, it was not successful with the public, and Dickens rapidly changed his original plan by extending one of his early stories, ‘The Old Curiosity Shop’, into a full-length novel, and then immediately following this with Barnaby Rudge. The opening numbers of the magazine, however, had created an elaborate framework of narrators and narrative scenes within which both novels appeared. The main narrator is Master Humphrey, an elderly gentleman, in company with his equally eccentric and solitary friends, who tell each other stories, usually historical or Gothic, which they discover in Master Humphrey’s clock-case. Although these are anonymous, the writer of Barnaby Rudge, according to Humphrey, is Jack Redburn, ‘something of a musician, something of an author, something of an actor, something of a painter, very much of a carpenter, and an extraordinary gardener’.33 Moreover, this ‘whimsical jumble’ of a man, it is hinted, has mingled with the story ‘something of his own endurance and experience’. At the end of the novel, which was also the end of the magazine, Humphrey’s friend, the Deaf Gentleman, makes this hint more explicit by telling us that Redburn’s story ‘may possibly be shadowed out in the history of Mr Chester and his son’.34 It is a surprising, disturbing thought that the upright and upstanding young man who we have just seen in the novel some fifty years before happily married to Emma Haredale with a large family has become this impoverished eccentric. It is, by any standards, an unlikely and tenuous link between the novel and the magazine, but it is of a piece with the story’s consistent wish to trouble the boundaries between inside and outside, and past and present, and our sense of what it is to have a human identity. Jack Redburn and Master Humphrey will not let us believe either that we know for sure where Barnaby Rudge comes from or that we are now finished with the story and can safely let it go. Edward Chester, like Barnaby’s father, has come back, much later, in a most unexpected and disturbing place and form.

Dickens never wrote at length about his aesthetic ideas and beliefs, and published relatively little criticism of other people’s writing. The great span of his letters, however, now published in full, provides a very rich self-portrait and some revealing remarks on his creative life. Reporting himself ‘fearfully hard at work, morning, noon, and night’ during the composition of Barnaby Rudge, he told Forster near its end with typical confidence: ‘I was always sure I could make a good thing of Barnaby, and I think you’ll find that it comes out strong to the last word.’35 In a letter to John Landseer, the distinguished painter, who had dared to proffer him advice about his depiction of the riots, Dickens wrote:


in the description of such scenes, a broad, bold, hurried effect must be produced, or the reader instead of being forced and driven along by imaginary crowds will find himself dawdling very uncomfortably through the town, and greatly wondering what may be the matter. In this kind of work, the object is, – not to tell everything, but to select the striking points and beat them into the page with a sledge-hammer … my object has been to convey an idea of multitudes, violence, and fury; and even to lose my own dramatis personae in the throng, or only to see them dimly, through the fire and smoke.36



They are important and revealing remarks, emphasizing the power of writing, a power strong enough to force and drive its readers as if in a mighty crowd, and for the writer himself to lose sight of his own characters. It is also a deeply cinematic vision of narrative and of the urban crowd as the novel’s greatest subject.

Part of this power comes from the very close relationship between Dickens’s text and the many illustrations of the book. Harrison Ainsworth, Dickens’s friend and rival, had already changed the nature of the historical novel both by ‘fusing … violent history with Gothic accessories and characters’ and by working in collaborative ways with his illustrators, in particular the brilliant George Cruikshank.37 Dickens also took great care with the illustrations to Barnaby Rudge and asked George Cattermole, a well-known painter and illustrator who specialized in architectural and antiquarian topics, to join Hablot Browne (‘Phiz’), the artist most closely associated with his work, who had already illustrated Pickwick Papers, Nicholas Nickleby and The Old Curiosity Shop, in illustrating the book. Cattermole (‘Kittenmoles’ to Dickens) contributed seventeen beautifully detailed cuts, mainly of buildings and settings, to the book and Browne another fifty-nine. As for The Old Curiosity Shop, the illustrations were not the steel engravings on separate pages which Dickens used in the majority of his works, but woodcuts which could be placed with great accuracy in the text, able not only to illustrate but also to punctuate, interrupt or emphasize points in the narrative. Dickens was delighted with the result and wrote enthusiastically to Cattermole ‘this is the very first time any designs for what I have written have touched and moved me and caused me to feel that they expressed the idea I had in my mind’.38

This confidence in the power of the book and its illustrations was unfortunately not echoed by contemporary readers and reviewers, one of whom renamed it Barnaby Rubbish. Although Dickens had basked in public acclaim since Pickwick Papers had made him a celebrity at 25, and had recently triumphantly liquefied the hearts of the nation with the death of Little Nell, Barnaby Rudge was never a popular book. Perhaps surprisingly, many nineteenth-century readers found Dolly Varden the novel’s most interesting character. Indeed, Dolly has a rich cultural history in her own right, inspiring songs, paintings and fashions, and giving her name to a buffer on a railway tender,39 as well as a species of trout and a kind of horse. Despite her popularity, however, contemporary reviews, which were far fewer than for his earlier works, ‘ranged from the negative to the severe’.40 Many of his contemporaries doubtless felt that Dickens had become over-familiar, writing as he had done so much at such speed, others that the historical subject matter did not really suit his gifts. A trade depression when the novel was published cannot have helped either. Others felt that the problem lay with the structure of the story, in particular the strange narrative break or hiatus that occurs with the arrival of Gordon in Chapter the Thirty-fourth. Even Forster felt constrained to say that ‘The interest with which the tale begins, has ceased to be its interest before the close.’41 But the problem may be a deeper one, lying in the view of history the novel implies. Barnaby Rudge, it is clear, belongs to the genre and history of the historical novel, but does not safely or easily find a home there. Its relationship to its fictional antecedents – to Scott in particular – seems to be that of a wicked and not a good son. Public history and family life alike are crossed in the novel by uncanny forces, by the power of ghosts, dreams and prophecy, by hauntings that trouble the boundary between the human and inhuman. Its most important character is an immortal talking bird. In its attempt to write a narrative equal to the convulsions of history, the book is drawn to figures – the living dead, ghosts, shadows, monsters – which are usually at the very margins of historical understanding. What are often seen as failures or flaws in the novel may simply be its resistance to our common assumptions about history, causality and narration.





A Note on the Text and Illustrations


The complete holograph manuscript, written between January and November 1841, of Barnaby Rudge is in the Forster Collection of the Victoria and Albert Museum, London. The first forty-eight pages (substantially chapters 1–3) were probably recopied from an earlier manuscript of 1839. No proofs, working notes or number plans survive, other than proofs for chapters 17 and 18, also in the Forster Collection. John Butt and Kathleen Tillotson conclude that ‘the considerable differences between manuscript and printed text show that much revision must have taken place in proof’.1 Dickens left much of this work to John Forster, as is clear from various letters, such as those of 5 April 1841, in which he tells Forster to ‘erase anything that seems to you too strong’, and of 29 April 1841, in which he apologizes for asking him to cut the preceding number.2 Butt and Tillotson reproduce several passages cut in proof; Joel J. Brattin, in ‘“Secrets Inside … to Strike to your Heart”: New Readings from Dickens’s manuscript of Barnaby Rudge, Chapter 75’ (Dickens Quarterly 8 (March 1991), 15–28), examines in detail the manuscript of chapter 75; and Sylvère Monod reproduces a deleted manuscript passage from chapter 43 (Dickens the Novelist (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1968), p. 202).

Barnaby Rudge was first published in Dickens’s weekly journal Master Humphrey’s Clock, nos. 46–88, 13 February–27 November 1841. As Robert Patten notes, ‘Master Humphrey’s Clock appeared in a bewildering variety of formats. There were eighty-eight weekly threepenny numbers in white paper covers … The four or five numbers per month were also collated and sold in twenty monthly parts, stitched in a green wrapper, for 1s or 1s 3d. At half-yearly intervals, the Clock numbers were collected into volumes … On the same day as Volume III appeared, the Shop and Barnaby were issued separate from the Clock, as the original edition, bound in cloth for 13s each.’3 Three later editions published within Dickens’s lifetime are significant: the Cheap Edition of 1849, which contains a large number of slight alterations of phrasing and punctuation, the Library Edition of 1858 and the Charles Dickens Edition of 1867–8, which contains further slight alterations. The Charles Dickens edition also has new running headlines by Dickens (see Appendix IV). In the case of these collected editions, however, Dickens ‘rarely consulted his manuscript, almost never restored passages omitted from it, and sometimes left in errors introduced by the compositor’.4 I have therefore chosen the first volume edition of 1841, reprinted from the stereotype plates of Master Humphrey’s Clock, as my copy-text and have corrected only those errors that are obvious and interfere with sense. Otherwise I have retained the spelling, punctuation and inconsistencies of the original. Elizabeth M. Brennan in her Clarendon edition of The Old Curiosity Shop ((Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), p. lxxxi), the novel closest to Barnaby Rudge in its publication history, points out that Dickens was inconsistent in spelling and punctuation; in a single manuscript chapter, for example, he wrote ‘waxwork’, ‘wax work’ and ‘wax-work’ and closed reported speech, within little more than a dozen lines of manuscript, in three different ways: with and without a comma, and with a short dash. As he allowed his punctuation to be altered by both the printer and Forster and did not insist on adherence to the majority of his idiosyncratic spellings, she concludes that ‘it is not an editor’s job to do so on his behalf’. In this edition, full stops have been added on some half-dozen occasions where there was no closing punctuation to a sentence, a score or more quotation marks have been completed or moved to their correct position where they were missing or misplaced, and a similar number of commas have been added before the closing quotation marks in passages of dialogue. I have not, though, attempted to regularize such variant forms as ‘up stairs’ and ‘up-stairs’ or ‘lantern’ and ‘lanthorn’ or make consistent the various ways in which the names of streets and other locations are given in the text. In accordance with the Penguin house style, I have used single quotation marks first, en rules for dashes and em rules where Dickens uses double dashes, and deleted the point after titles, including Dr, Mrs and Mr (and in Appendices II and III). An asterisk indicates where the weekly parts ended; an asterisk set in a rule the end of monthly parts. I have also made the following emendations:

p. 42 beating MS; heaving 1841

p. 47 apron on, was quite MS; apron on quite 1841

p. 87 waltz MS; walk 1841

p. 442 witness policy MS; witness’ policy 1841

p. 541 cells, who were certain MS; cells, certain 1841

p. 554 and seemed mightily MS; and seem mightily 1841

p. 554 remained closed Spence;5 remained unclosed 1841

In letter to Forster of 25 March 1841, Dickens declared that he wished to restore some of Joe’s references to Dolly in chapter 14 (no. 53, published 3 April), which had been cut in proof, but he did not do so, and I have not made any change to the published text, but as the Letters editors note, they add little.5

Barnaby Rudge is a copiously illustrated novel. As Michael Steig has shown,6 although it is only about three-quarters the length of one of Dickens’s long novels, such as David Copperfield, it has seventy-six illustrations compared with Copperfield’s forty, so the frequency of illustration is two to three times greater than the majority of Dickens’s works. Rather than the engraved plates printed on separate pages which illustrate the majority of Dickens’s works, the illustrations to Barnaby Rudge are woodcuts which are less than a full page in size and were printed with the text, at the top or bottom of a page or with text above and below. This enabled a very precise placing of the illustration and thus a close integration of text and image. Two illustrators were employed: fifty-nine cuts by Hablot K. Browne and seventeen by George Cattermole (see Appendix I). Dickens took great care to direct them: as Joan Stevens points out: ‘The letters pour out a torrent of detail for Cattermole and Browne.’7 Because the text page of this edition is much smaller than that of Master Humphrey’s Clock it is not possible to match the placement of the illustrations as Dickens had them. They are printed on separate pages. It has unfortunately not been possible to reproduce the eleven ornamental capitals of the first edition within the text, but they are gathered in Appendix I. The illustrations at the beginning of each volume of Master Humphrey’s Clock and between novels were not reproduced in the volume editions of Barnaby Rudge. A number of illustrations were inappropriately placed at the beginning of the monthly numbers of Master Humphrey’s Clock and subsequent editions have followed this placing. For example, an illustration of the Warren was placed at the beginning of chapter 13, to provide a picturesque opening to Volume III of Master Humphrey’s Clock; the Warren features later in the chapter, which begins at the Maypole.





Preface to Barnaby Rudge


If the object an author has had, in writing a book, cannot be discovered from its perusal, the probability is that it is either very deep, or very shallow. Hoping that mine may lie somewhere between these two extremes, I shall say very little about it, and that, only in reference to one point.

No account of the Gordon Riots, having been to my knowledge introduced into any Work of Fiction,1 and the subject presenting very extraordinary and remarkable features, I was led to project this Tale.

It is unnecessary to say, that those shameful tumults, while they reflect indelible disgrace upon the time in which they occurred, and all who had act or part in them, teach a good lesson. That what we falsely call a religious cry is easily raised by men who have no religion, and who in their daily practice set at nought the commonest principles of right and wrong; that it is begotten of intolerance and persecution; that it is senseless, besotted, inveterate, and unmerciful; all History teaches us. But perhaps we do not know it in our hearts too well, to profit by even so humble and familiar an example as the ‘No Popery’ riots of Seventeen Hundred and Eighty.

However imperfectly those disturbances are set forth in the following pages, they are impartially painted by one who has no sympathy with the Romish Church, although he acknowledges, as most men do, some esteemed friends among the followers of its creed.

It may be observed that, in the description of the principal outrages, reference has been had to the best authorities of that time, such as they are; and that the account given in this Tale, of all the main features of the Riots, is substantially correct.

It may be further remarked, that Mr Dennis’s allusions to the flourishing condition of his trade in those days, have their foundation in Truth, not in the Author’s fancy. Any file of old Newspapers, or odd volume of the Annual Register,2 will prove this with terrible ease.

Even the case of Mary Jones,3 dwelt upon with so much pleasure by the same character, is no effort of invention. The facts were stated exactly as they are stated here, in the House of Commons.


Whether they afforded as much entertainment to the merry gentlemen assembled there, as some other most affecting circumstances of a similar nature mentioned by Sir Samuel Romilly,4 is not recorded.

It is a great pleasure to me to add in this place – for which I have reserved the acknowledgment – that for a beautiful thought, in the last chapter but one of ‘The Old Curiosity Shop,’ I am indebted to Mr Rogers. It is taken from his charming Tale, ‘Ginevra:’


‘And long might’st thou have seen

An old man wandering as in quest of something,

Something he could not find – he knew not what.’5



DEVONSHIRE TERRACE, YORK GATE,

November 1841.
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CHAPTER THE FIRST

In the year 1775, there stood upon the borders of Epping Forest, at a distance of about twelve miles from London – measuring from the Standard in Cornhill or rather from the spot on or near to which the Standard used to be in days of yore – a house of public entertainment called the Maypole;1 which fact was demonstrated to all such travellers as could neither read nor write (and sixty-six years ago2 a vast number both of travellers and stay-at-homes were in this condition) by the emblem reared on the roadside over against the house, which, if not of those goodly proportions that Maypoles were wont to present in olden times, was a fair young ash, thirty feet in height, and straight as any arrow that ever English yeoman drew.

The Maypole – by which term from henceforth is meant the house, and not its sign – the Maypole was an old building, with more gable ends than a lazy man would care to count on a sunny day; huge zig-zag chimneys, out of which it seemed as though even smoke could not choose but come in more than naturally fantastic shapes, imparted to it in its tortuous progress; and vast stables, gloomy, ruinous and empty. The place was said to have been built in the days of King Henry the Eighth; and there was a legend, not only that Queen Elizabeth3 had slept there one night while upon a hunting excursion, to wit in a certain oak-panneled room with a deep bay window, but that next morning, while standing on a mounting block before the door with one foot in the stirrup, the virgin monarch had then and there boxed and cuffed an unlucky page for some neglect of duty. The matter-of-fact and doubtful folks, of whom there were a few among the Maypole customers, as unluckily there always are in every little community, were inclined to look upon this tradition as rather apocryphal; but whenever the landlord of that ancient hostelry appealed to the mounting block itself as evidence, and triumphantly pointed out that there it stood in the same place to that very day, the doubters never failed to be put down by a large majority, and all true believers exulted as in a victory.

Whether these, and many other stories of the like nature, were true or untrue, the Maypole was really an old house, a very old house, perhaps as old as it claimed to be, and perhaps older, which will sometimes happen with houses of an uncertain, as with ladies of a certain age. Its windows were old diamond pane lattices, its floors were sunken and uneven, its ceilings blackened by the hand of time and heavy with massive beams. Over the doorway was an ancient porch, quaintly and grotesquely carved; and here on summer evenings the more favoured customers smoked and drank – ay, and sang many a good song too, sometimes – reposing on two grim-looking high backed settles, which, like the twin dragons of some fairy tale, guarded the entrance to the mansion.
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In the chimneys of the disused rooms, swallows had built their nests for many a long year, and from earliest spring to latest autumn whole colonies of sparrows chirped and twittered in the eaves. There were more pigeons about the dreary stable yard and outbuildings than anybody but the landlord could reckon up. The wheeling and circling flights of runts, fantails, tumblers, and pouters, were perhaps not quite consistent with the grave and sober character of the building, but the monotonous cooing, which never ceased to be raised by some among them all day long, suited it exactly, and seemed to lull it to rest. With its overhanging stories, drowsy little panes of glass, and front bulging out and projecting over the pathway, the old house looked as if it were nodding in its sleep. Indeed it needed no very great stretch of fancy to detect in it other resemblances to humanity. The bricks of which it was built had originally been a deep dark red, but had grown yellow and discoloured like an old man’s skin; the sturdy timbers had decayed like teeth; and here and there the ivy, like a warm garment to comfort it in its age, wrapt its green leaves closely round the time-worn walls.

It was a hale and hearty age though, still: and in the summer or autumn evenings, when the glow of the setting sun fell upon the oak and chestnut trees of the adjacent forest, the old house, partaking of its lustre, seemed their fit companion, and to have many good years of life in him yet.

The evening with which we have to do, was neither a summer nor an autumn one, but the twilight of a day in March, when the wind howled dismally among the bare branches of the trees, and rumbling in the wide chimneys and driving the rain against the windows of the Maypole Inn, gave such of its frequenters as chanced to be there at the moment, an undeniable reason for prolonging their stay, and caused the landlord to prophesy that the night would certainly clear at eleven o’clock precisely, – which by a remarkable coincidence was the hour at which he always closed his house.

The name of him upon whom the spirit of prophecy thus descended was John Willet, a burly, large-headed man with a fat face, which betokened profound obstinacy and slowness of apprehension, combined with a very strong reliance upon his own merits. It was John Willet’s ordinary boast in his more placid moods that if he was slow he was sure; which assertion could in one sense at least be by no means gainsaid, seeing that he was in everything unquestionably the reverse of fast, and withal one of the most dogged and positive fellows in existence – always sure that what he thought or said or did was right, and holding it as a thing quite settled and ordained by the laws of nature and Providence, that anybody who said or did or thought otherwise must be inevitably and of necessity wrong.

Mr Willet walked slowly up to the window, flattened his fat nose against the cold glass, and shading his eyes that his sight might not be affected by the ruddy glow of the fire, looked abroad. Then he walked slowly back to his old seat in the chimney-corner, and, composing himself in it with a slight shiver, such as a man might give way to and so acquire an additional relish for the warm blaze, said, looking round upon his guests:

‘It’ll clear at eleven o’clock. No sooner and no later. Not before and not arterwards.’

‘How do you make out that?’ said a little man in the opposite corner. ‘The moon is past the full, and she rises at nine.’

John looked sedately and solemnly at his questioner until he had brought his mind to bear upon the whole of his observation, and then made answer, in a tone which seemed to imply that the moon was peculiarly his business and nobody else’s:

‘Never you mind about the moon. Don’t you trouble yourself about her. You let the moon alone, and I’ll let you alone.’

‘No offence I hope?’ said the little man.

Again John waited leisurely until the observation had thoroughly penetrated to his brain, and then replying, ‘No offence as yet,’ applied a light to his pipe and smoked in placid silence; now and then casting a sidelong look at a man wrapped in a loose riding-coat with huge cuffs ornamented with tarnished silver lace and large metal buttons, who sat apart from the regular frequenters of the house, and wearing a hat flapped over his face, which was still further shaded by the hand on which his forehead rested, looked unsociable enough.

There was another guest, who sat, booted and spurred, at some distance from the fire also, and whose thoughts – to judge from his folded arms and knitted brows, and from the untasted liquor before him – were occupied with other matters than the topics under discussion or the persons who discussed them. This was a young man of about eight-and-twenty, rather above the middle height, and though of a somewhat slight figure, gracefully and strongly made. He wore his own dark hair, and was accoutred in a riding-dress, which, together with his large boots (resembling in shape and fashion those worn by our Life Guardsmen at the present day), showed indisputable traces of the bad condition of the roads. But travel-stained though he was, he was well and even richly attired, and without being over-dressed looked a gallant gentleman.

Lying upon the table beside him, as he had carelessly thrown them down, were a heavy riding-whip and a slouched hat, the latter worn no doubt as being best suited to the inclemency of the weather. There, too, were a pair of pistols in a holster-case, and a short riding-cloak. Little of his face was visible, except the long dark lashes which concealed his downcast eyes, but an air of careless ease and natural gracefulness of demeanour pervaded the figure, and seemed to comprehend even these slight accessories, which were all handsome, and in good keeping.

Towards this young gentleman the eyes of Mr Willet wandered but once, and then as if in mute inquiry whether he had observed his silent neighbour. It was plain that John and the young gentleman had often met before. Finding that his look was not returned, or indeed observed by the person to whom it was addressed, John gradually concentrated the whole power of his eyes into one focus, and brought it to bear upon the man in the flapped hat, at whom he came to stare in course of time with an intensity so remarkable, that it affected his fireside cronies, who all, as with one accord, took their pipes from their lips, and stared with open mouths at the stranger likewise.

The sturdy landlord had a large pair of dull fish-like eyes, and the little man who had hazarded the remark about the moon (and who was the parish clerk and bell-ringer of Chigwell;4 a village hard by,) had little round black shiny eyes like beads; moreover this little man wore at the knees of his rusty black breeches, and on his rusty black coat, and all down his long flapped waistcoat, little queer buttons like nothing except his eyes; but so like them, that as they twinkled and glistened in the light of the fire, which shone too in his bright shoe-buckles, he seemed all eyes from head to foot, and to be gazing with every one of them at the unknown customer. No wonder that a man should grow restless under such an inspection as this, to say nothing of the eyes belonging to short Tom Cobb the general chandler and post-office keeper, and long Phil Parkes the ranger, both of whom, infected by the example of their companions, regarded him of the flapped hat no less attentively.

The stranger became restless; perhaps from being exposed to this raking fire of eyes, perhaps from the nature of his previous meditations – most probably from the latter cause, for as he changed his position and looked hastily round, he started to find himself the object of such keen regard, and darted an angry and suspicious glance at the fireside group. It had the effect of immediately diverting all eyes to the chimney, except those of John Willet, who finding himself, as it were, caught in the fact, and not being (as has been already observed) of a very ready nature, remained staring at his guest in a particularly awkward and disconcerted manner.

‘Well?’ said the stranger.

Well. There was not much in well. It was not a long speech. ‘I thought you gave an order,’ said the landlord, after a pause of two or three minutes for consideration.

The stranger took off his hat, and disclosed the hard features of a man of sixty or thereabouts, much weather-beaten and worn by time, and the naturally harsh expression of which was not improved by a dark handkerchief which was bound tightly round his head, and, while it served the purpose of a wig, shaded his forehead, and almost hid his eyebrows. If it were intended to conceal or divert attention from a deep gash, now healed into an ugly seam, which when it was first inflicted must have laid bare his cheekbone, the object was but indifferently attained, for it could scarcely fail to be noted at a glance. His complexion was of a cadaverous hue, and he had a grizzly jagged beard of some three weeks’ date. Such was the figure (very meanly and poorly clad) that now rose from the seat, and stalking across the room sat down in a corner of the chimney, which the politeness or fears of the little clerk very readily assigned to him.
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‘A highwayman!’ whispered Tom Cobb to Parkes the ranger.

‘Do you suppose highwaymen don’t dress handsomer than that?’ replied Parkes. ‘It’s a better business than you think for, Tom, and highwaymen don’t need or use to be shabby, take my word for it.’

Meanwhile, the subject of their speculations had done due honour to the house by calling for some drink, which was promptly supplied by the landlord’s son Joe, a broad-shouldered strapping young fellow of twenty, whom it pleased
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