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About the Author

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, after a slow start it 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.

PHILIP HORNE was educated at Cambridge University and is Professor of English Literature at University College London. He has published Henry James and Revision: The New York Edition (1990), and edited the acclaimed Henry James: A Life in Letters (Penguin, 1999), James’s A London Life & The Reverberator and the Penguin edition of The Tragic Muse.




Notes

The following notes are indebted to ranks of previous editors; though it may be invidious to name any in particular, it would be wrong not to mention Kathleen Tillotson, the foremost authority on Oliver Twist; the editors of the Pilgrim Edition of The Letters of Charles Dickens; Dennis Walder, editor of the Penguin Classics Sketches by Boz; Peter Fairclough, editor of the previous Penguin Classics edition of Oliver Twist; Edward Guiliano and Philip Collins, editors of The Annotated Dickens; Stephen Gill, editor of the Oxford World’s Classics edition; and for much rich detail, David Paroissien, author of the extraordinary Companion to ‘Oliver Twist’, a provocative treasure-house of research and speculation.

Abbreviations:




	Dixon
	W. Hepworth Dixon, The London Prisons (London: 1850)



	DJ
	Dickens’ Journalism, ed. Michael Slater, 4 vols. (London: J. M. Dent, 1993–)



	Fitzgerald
	Percy Fitzgerald, Bozland: Dickens’Places and People (London: —, 1895)



	OED
	The Oxford English Dictionary, 10 vols. (1884–1928)



	Paroissien
	David Paroissien, Companion to ‘Oliver Twist’ (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1992)





Most modern readers need help with Britain’s pre-decimal currency, pounds, shillings and pence (£.s.d.). There were 20 shillings to a pound, and 12 pence to a shilling. A farthing was the smallest coin, a quarter of a penny; there were also halfpennies, pennies, threepenny bits, sixpenny pieces, shillings, florins (two-shilling pieces), half-crowns and crowns (two-shilling-and-six-penny and five-shilling pieces); and then sovereigns worth one pound. For identification of the editions of Oliver Twist, see Selected Textual Variants, p. 535.

[BOOK THE FIRST]

CHAPTER THE FIRST

TREATS OF THE PlACE WHERE OLIVER TWIST WAS BORN

1. the town of Mudfog: The town which conditions Oliver Twist’s early years is only named once, and only in Bentley’s Miscellany, the text used here (other occurrences in the manuscript are cancelled). From the three-volume first edition (1838) it becomes ‘a certain town which for many reasons it will be prudent to refrain from mentioning, and to which I will assign no fictitious name’. In the previous (first) number of Bentley’s Miscellany (January 1837) – of which he was editor – Dickens had contributed ‘Public Life of Mr Tulrumble, Once Mayor of Mudfog’, using the name for a riverside town with ‘an agreeable scent of pitch, tar, coals, and rope-yarn’, probably based on Chatham, in Kent, south-east of London (where Dickens had lived for five years as a child). That piece concludes, ‘Perhaps, at some future period, we may venture to open the chronicles of Mudfog’, but the shared name seems a red herring: the novel’s Mudfog turns out to be about 75 miles north of London, beyond Barnet on the Great North Road (see note 3 to I, 8). Fitzgerald identified it as either Peterborough or Grantham. Alfred Rimmer (About England with Dickens) favours Peterborough, but also mentions Market Harborough. Kathleen Tillotson suggested Northampton and Kettering. All these are some way inland, though Grantham, Peterborough and Market Harborough were all linked to the busy canal network.

2. workhouse: Since 1601 England had had houses of correction for the poor and miscreants, and since 1647 ‘houses of industry’ of a less punitive kind, where the poor could labour profitably. The Poor Law Amendment Act, or New Poor Law, of 1834 (hereafter ‘1834 Act’), following the recommendations of a commission appointed two years earlier, made changes which are reflected in the early chapters of Oliver Twist. Disturbed by the increase in the taxation burden of the poor rate, the commissioners found that ‘the great source of abuse was the outdoor relief afforded to the able-bodied on their own account or on that of their families, given either in kind or in money’. The Act reinforced the distinction made under the original statute, dating from the reign of Elizabeth I, between relief to all able-bodied persons given in workhouses, and ‘outdoor relief (allowing a pauper to live at home) given only to the demonstrably ‘impotent’. Many austere new workhouses were erected as a result of the 1834 Act; the one in Mudfog appears however to predate it. The Act cut the cost of relief from £7 million in 1831 to £4.6 million ten years later.

3. item of mortality: ‘Bills of mortality’, periodically published, gave official returns of the deaths in particular districts. Beginning in 1592, they were brought out weekly for 109 parishes in the London area by the London Company of Parish Clerks (Paroissien).

4. the parish surgeon: Parishes often made arrangements with local surgeons, usually those putting forward the lowest tenders, and frequently incompetent or inexperienced, to provide medical attention for all in the workhouse. Until 1745 surgeons had been classed, demeaningly, with barbers, as treating only external ailments; physicians, more trained and educated, monopolized internal ills. The third category of medical practitioner, the apothecaries, dispensed drugs; in the first half of the nineteenth century they were coming under increasing regulation.

5. gruel: A kind of porridge made with oatmeal, groats or grits (ground Indian corn).

6. by the overseer’s order: The office of parish overseer, created in 1597, involved responsibility for making, assessing, collecting and distributing the fund for the relief of the poor.

CHAPTER THE SECOND

TREATS OF OLIVER TWIST’S GROWTH

1. brought up by hand: Hand-fed from a bottle, rather than breast-fed.

2. ‘farmed,’ … poor-laws: A local matron, that is, has contracted with the parish to take care of a number of infants. The 1834 Act attempted to reform the existing often corrupt and scandalous system, but there was much local variation and many diverse institutions were permitted under it, with great freedom to be as generous or as mean as they pleased. It was contradictory in its view of workhouses, wishing them to be humane to the ailing and helpless, but also, punitively, to deter by unpleasantness the able-bodied poor. Children were often placed in the already existing baby-farms, where the mortality rate, in large towns, could be as high as 90%.

3. finding in the lowest depth a deeper still: Compare Satan in Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667), IV, 75–8: ‘Which way I fly is Hell; myself am Hell; / And in the lowest deep a lower deep / Still threat’ning to devour me opens wide, / To which the Hell I suffer seems a Heav’n.’

4. experimental philosopher … horse being able to live without eating: A scientist, in particular an adherent of the ‘political science’ or ‘political economy’ whichis Dickens’s target in these early chapters and which was partly embodied in the 1834 Act-based on a commission report by Edwin Chadwick(1800–1890), former secretary of the great Utilitarian thinker Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832). See also note 7 to I, 4. The Act resembled proposals in Bentham’s unfinished Constitutional Code (published 1830–41). The experimental philosopher who starves his horse is apparently a fictitious case, but in the spirit of early-nineteenth-century experimentation on animals.

5. the beadle: An elaborately-uniformed parish official whose duties included operating the poor laws, keeping order in church and punishing minor offenders. Cf. the first chapter (‘The Beadle – The Parish Engine – The Schoolmaster’) of Sketches by Boz (1836–7): ‘The parish beadle is one of the most, perhaps the most, important member of the local administration … The dignity of his office is never impaired by the absence of efforts on his part to maintain it …’ And at church: ‘How pompously he marshals the children into their places! and how demurely the little urchins look at him askance as he surveys them when they are all seated, with a glare of the eye peculiar to beadles!’

6. the board: Such bodies, of what Dickens later calls ‘long-headed’ (shrewd) men, were an innovation of the 1834 Act, intended to improve on corrupt or inefficient local management of poor relief by Justices of the Peace and parish officers. They formed part of a newly constituted administrative structure of local Boards of (mostly annually elected) Guardians, replacing the ‘vestry’ of elected parish officers as responsible for the local poor, and answerable for Unions of parishes to three Poor Law Commissioners in London.

7. Oliver Twist’s eighth birth-day: In 1838 Dickens made this Oliver’s ninth birthday (and altered his age in I, 5). This reduced from three years to one what, even so, remains a discrepancy in the novel’s time-scheme, the nebulous period, described as ‘three months’ in Bentley’s and ‘six months’ from 1838 onwards, that Oliver spends in the workhouse – an inconsistency perhaps caused by Dickens’s writing in parts. As Kathleen Tillotson says, ‘No version of the novel gives us a time-scheme that is completely consistent on the literal level, and in these [1838] revisions Dickens altered only those inconsistencies which would become most obvious to readers (as they did to the writer rereading) when the novel was read straight through instead of in monthly portions’ (Clarendon edition of Oliver Twist, pp. xxxiv-xxxv). See also Selected Textual Variants for I, 2 and I, 5.

8. threshing: An alternative spelling of ‘thrashing’. (The Captain Swing Riots of 1830–31 by the rural poor were partly directed at the new threshing machines which threatened traditional winter employment.)

9. the blessed infants’ Daffy: The seventeenth-century cleric Thomas Daffy invented Daffy’s Elixir Salutis, a medicine for adults and children which used senna (the leaves of a tropical shrub with purgative properties). ‘Daffy’ became slang for unmixed gin.

10. half-baptised: In a shortened baptism not in a church and without the full service, when the full service was inconvenient or impossible.

11. who is his father, or what is his mother’s settlement, name, or condition: Until the 1834 Act, fathers of illegitimate children – once identified – could be made to contribute to their support, reducing the cost to the parish. Thereafter responsibility was placed in effect more heavily on the mother. A ‘settlement’ was ‘legal residence or establishment in a particular parish, entitling a person to relief from the poor rates; the right to relief acquired by such residence’ (OED). ‘Condition’ is rank.

12. pick oakum: Not a ‘useful trade’: oakum-picking (a set amount per day) was a common activity of convicts and inmates of workhouses. Oakum, a loose fibre obtained by untwisting and picking apart old rope, was used to caulk ships’ seams, stop up leaks and dress wounds. Dixon remarks: ‘The fact is, the old criminals, having been often in gaol, have acquired, by long practice, a knack of getting the oakum through their fingers very quickly. As a punishment, it is very unequal. To the young offender it is a severe punishment, breaking his nails, and tearing the flesh off his finger-ends.’ Three and a half tons a week were picked in the Coldbath Fields House of Correction.

13. regulations having reference to the ladies: The 1834 Act was partly of Malthusian inspiration, that is, concerned not to permit population growth, and so couples were separated and stringent rules punished any workhouse inmate attempting to enter the quarters of another class of pauper.

14. to divorce poor married people  … a suit in Doctors’ Commons: The ‘divorce’ is not legal, but the physical separation of married couples in the workhouse. (In 1847 a further Act prohibited the separation of husbands and wives in workhouses if over the age of sixty.) Dickens had observed as a young shorthand writer for the proctors of Doctors’ Commons, from 1829 to 1831, the workings of the centuries-old Consistory Court, where he was in an office at 5 Bell Yard, just south of St Paul’s Cathedral. Until the creation of a civil divorce-court in 1857 it was the one institution ‘whose decrees can even unloose the bonds of matrimony’ (‘Doctors’ Commons’, ch. 8, Sketches by Boz). David Copperfield starts his training as a lawyer in these courts.

15. a copper at one end: OED: ‘A vessel made of copper, particularly a large boiler for cooking or laundry purposes, originally made of copper, but now more often of iron.’ This one – as is confirmed by Cruikshank’s illustration – seems to be mounted above a fire in a brick housing.

16. per diem: Each day (Latin).

CHAPTER THE THIRD

RELATES HOW OLIVER TWIST WAS VERY NEAR GETTING A PLACE

1. register stoves … This here boy, sir, wot the parish wants to ’prentis: On a register stove metal plates could be opened and closed to regulate the passage of air, heat and smoke. Until 1842, when Lord Ashley (later Lord Shaftesbury) and other philanthropists made it illegal to force anyone under 21 to enter a chimney, the longstanding use of young boys as chimney-sweeps (to clean out soot from narrow chimneys) was a glaring abuse, attacked for example by William Blake (1757–1827) in the poem ‘The Chimney Sweeper’ (1794). ‘Climbing Boys’ might suffocate or be burned, and were liable to a variety of occupational diseases. The 1834 Act for the Better Regulation of Chimney Sweepers and Their Apprentices made the minimum age for apprenticeship as a chimney-sweep ten years (by a householder; Gamfield is in arrears with rent, thus only a tenant, so strictly Oliver should be 14). Since 1788 the minimum had been eight years (in 1840 it became 16). Technically, that is, Oliver is still too young.

2. the magistrate: Parish officials had the power to apprentice any orphan child between 12 and 21 to any master or factory-owner willing to relieve the parish of the child’s upkeep, for a premium anywhere between £2 and £10. A necessary part of this process was the sanctioning of the footnoteures (contract) of apprenticeship (by which a child was ‘bound’) by local magistrates, respectable citizens without legal training responsible for committing offenders to trial, for sentencing in minor cases and for enforcing various laws. (Strictly, the 1834 Chimney Sweep Act required a two-month trial period before footnoteures were signed.)

3. to take snuff: Tobacco ground, moistened with salt, fermented, dried and flavoured – then snorted. Smoking – in cigars and pipes – was the more fashionable use of tobacco by the nineteenth century.

4. He seems to want it: This can mean both that, having been deprived of kind treatment, in the older sense, he suffers the want – lack – of it, has occasion for it, needs or requires it; and that, in the more modern sense, dating from the early eighteenth century, he desires or has a wish for it.

CHAPTER THE FOURTH

OLIVER, BEING OFFERED ANOTHER PLACE

1. possession, reversion, remainder, or expectancy: Dickens’s time as a law clerk and reporter had taught him this standard (and tautological) phrase covering all contingencies. A expectancy here is ‘anything in expectancy; anything which a person is entitled to expect’ (OED). The jurist Sir William Blackstone declared in his Commentaries (1765–9): ‘Of expectancies there are two sorts; one … called a remainder; the other … called a reversion.’ A remainder is ‘The residual or further interest remaining over from a particular estate coming into effect when this has determined, and created by the same conveyance by which the estate itself was granted’ [sic]. A reversion is ‘the return of an estate to the donor or grantor, or his heirs, after the expiry of the grant’ (OED).

2. shipping off Oliver Twist in some small trading vessel: Local authorities had long been able to apprentice boys to the mercantile marine: a brutal and insanitary life. Some commentators argue that Bumble’s mission to look for a captain ‘clearly’ assumes a maritime town like Chatham – though how long his trip has taken is not specified.

3. Birmingham: At this time a new industrial centre in the Midlands, 100 miles north-west of London, linked to much of the rest of the country by an elaborate system of canals.

4. a millstone: Christ says in Matthew 18:6 (Authorized Version): ‘But whoso shall offend one of these little ones … it were better for him that a millstone were hanged about his neck, and that he were drowned in the depth of the sea.’

5. the Good Samaritan healing the sick and bruised man: In Luke 10:30–37, Christ’s parable about charity shows a man robbed and left for dead on the roadside being passed by a priest and by a Levite before a Samaritan, from whom as a non-Jew nothing would be expected, has compassion on him and stops to tend to his wounds, carry him to an inn and heal him. Mr Gradgrind, the embodiment of political economy in Hard Times (1854), describes the Good Samaritan as ‘a bad economist’. In Fielding’s Joseph Andrews (1742), Book I, ch. xii, there is a darkly ironic reworking of the parable in modern England, in which a coachload of respectable travellers refuses help or covering to the naked, bleeding Joseph until ‘the Postillion (a Lad who hath been since transported for robbing a Hen-roost) … voluntarily stript off a great Coat, his only Garment, at the same time swearing a great Oath, (for which he was rebuked by the Passengers) “that he would rather ride in his Shirt all his Life, than suffer a Fellow-Creature to lie in so miserable a Condition”.’ The episode may have prompted Oliver’s unhappy experience with the coach on the London road (I, 8). Stephen Gill notes that Cruikshank places a picture of the Good Samaritan on Mr Brownlow’s wall in the sixth plate.

6. the relieving officer: The overseer, appointed by the board of guardians to administer poor relief; named in II, 1 as ‘Mr Grannet’.

7. political economy: This term was applied to Utilitarian social thinking at least from the publication of Elements of Political Economy (1821) by James Mill (1773–1836), follower of Bentham, which was concerned with ‘two grand objects, the Consumption of the Community, and that supply upon which the consumption depends’. Bentham wished to promote the influence of sympathy, but regarded it as a fact that ‘In every human breast (rare and shortlived ebulliations, the result of some extraordinarily strong stimulus or excitement, excepted) self-regarding interest is predominant over social interest; each person’s own individual interest over the interests of all other persons taken together’ (Book of Fallacies).

8. day-book : A book used in accounting to record commercial transactions day by day.

CHAPTER THE FIFTH

OLIVER MINGLES WITH NEW ASSOCIATES

1. Coffin-plates  …two mutes: Metal plates set on the lid of a coffin for names and dates of birth and death. It was Victorian practice for two men, ‘mutes’ because silent, wearing black frock coats, black gloves and top hats draped with black silk streamers (‘hat-bands’), to be hired to stand on either side of the doorway of a house of the dead, awaiting the funeral procession which they would then lead. Dickens was against such costly and elaborate ritual, and satirized it in Great Expectations (1860–61), ch. 35; his will insisted that ‘I be buried in an inexpensive, unostentatious, and strictly private manner’.

2. charity-boy: Charity schools were funded by subscriptions which entitled subscribers to nominate orphaned or impoverished pupils for admission. Their distinctive uniforms of coats and badges, flat woollen ‘muffin-caps’ and leather breeches – Noah’s leather ‘smalls’, his small-clothes or short trousers, are yellow, hence the taunt of ‘leathers’ – painfully singled out the wearers as recipients of charity. ‘I don’t’, declared Dickens in 1857, ‘by any means like schools in leather breeches, and with mortified straw baskets for bonnets, which file along the streets to churches in long melancholy rows under the escort of that surprising British monster, a beadle’ (The Speeches of Charles Dickens, ed. K. J. Fielding (Brighton: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1988)). The education they offered was usually unsystematic and often woefully inadequate – and according to Dickens its crude methods produced hypocrites. Noah is the first of Dickens’s many unlikeable alumni of these institutions (others include Rob the Charitable Grinder in Dombey and Son (1846–8), Uriah Heep in David Copperfield (1849–50) and Grandfather Smallweed in Bleak House (1852–3)).

3. antimonial : Antimony takes the form of a metallic silvery white crystal; the word ‘antimonial’ was sometimes used to describe spoiled wine that served as an emetic.

4. houseless wretches: In King Lear, III.iv.28–30, Lear in the storm refers to ‘Poor naked wretches’ and the exposure of their ‘houseless heads’.

5. The kennel was stagnant and filthy: The kennel was an open street-gutter, which in poorer areas would often be polluted by the overflow from privies.

6. I begged for her in the streets, and they sent me to prison: The 1824 Vagrancy Act made offences specially characteristic of vagrancy, such as begging and sleeping out, punishable on summary conviction by imprisonment with hard labour for fourteen days, or on conviction by a petty sessional court by a fine of £5 or a month’s imprisonment with or without hard labour. As the 1911 Encyclopaedia Britannica summarizes the law on ‘Vagrancy’: ‘Any person sleeping out without visible means of subsistence is a rogue and vagabond, or on second conviction an incorrigible rogue, while an ordinary beggar is an idle and disorderly person.’

7. a half-quartern loaf: The ‘outdoor relief offered here, which continued even after the 1834 Law’s attempt to outlaw it, takes the form of a loaf just under two pounds (a quartern loaf was just under four pounds), a standard size at the time. In I, 8 the Dodger buys a half-quartern loaf, which he refers to as a ‘four penny bran’.

8. the parish graves: Dickens later said he had based this episode on a hurried and undignified pauper’s funeral he had seen near Chatham. The details given, such as the piling-up of coffins in a common grave, are authenticated practice for the period.

CHAPTER THE SIXTH

OLIVER, BEING GOADED BY THE TAUNTS OF NOAH

1. Bridewell, or transported: The original Bridewell, near Blackfriars in London, long a prison for vagrants, prostitutes, and political and religious criminals, pioneered the use of hard labour, making it the first house of correction, and the first reformatory in England. Apprentices were also trained there. The term came to mean any prison or house of correction. From the late sixteenth till halfway through the nineteenth century, many criminals – some as young as seven – were transported to the ‘penal colonies’ in America and Australia.

CHAPTER THE SEVENTH

OLIVER CONTINUES REFRACTORY

1. the wax-end which was twisted round the bottom of his cane: Wax-end is ‘thread coated with cobblers’ wax, used by shoemakers’ (OED). In Nicholas Nickleby (1838–9), Mr Squeers the schoolmaster has ‘a fearful instrument of flagellation, strong, supple, wax-ended, and new’ (ch. 13).

CHAPTER THE EIGHTH

OLIVER WALKS TO LONDON

1. post-boys: A post-boy was either a messenger (‘a man or boy who rides post’, that is, carrying and delivering mail) or ‘the postilion of a stage-coach, post-chaise, or hired carriage’ (OED).

2. turnpike-man: Livestock and vehicles with wheels passing along a privately maintained road with a ‘turnpike’ – a barrier – would pay tolls to the keeper of the tollbooth, who would issue a receipt or ticket.

3. the little town of Barnet: Ten and a quarter miles north of London, with a population of 507 in 1831, Barnet in Hertfordshire was a significant coaching-station and market town on the Great North Road; see also Selected Variants. Paroissien notes that Barnet’s annual fair as well as the market and the flood of coaches made it a focus for criminals.

4. bluchers: Strong leather half-boots, so called after Gerhart von Blu¨cher (1742–1819), a Prussian field marshal who played a large part in the defeat of Napoleon at the Battle of Waterloo.

5. a small public-house: B. W. Matz suggests this may have been based on the Red Lion, where Dickens sometimes dined with his friends on riding excursions from London along one of his favourite routes, the Great North Road (Dickensian Inns and Taverns (1922)).

6. the turnpike at Islington … Saffron-hill the Great: The Angel was an inn and a London landmark at the bottom of the Great North Road, in Islington, formerly a village but just recently joined to London by the spread of new building. John Cary’s 1812 New and Accurate Plan of London and Westminster shows open fields around Sadler’s Wells Theatre, the adjoining ‘Islington Spa’ and the ‘New River Head’ waterworks, but by 1831, Samuel Lewis refers to ‘the recent laying-out of Spa-fields and the New River Company’s estate, in a variety of new streets and squares’ (Topographical Dictionary of England, 4 vols. (London: B. Lewis & Co., 1831)). The London conurbation was rushing out to meet those like the Dodger and Oliver coming in from the country. Alexander Pope’s visionary London satire The Dunciad (1742), I.222, in its picture of artistic mediocrities perpetrated by ‘the Smithfield Muses’, refers to ‘This Mess, toss’d up of Hockley-hole and White’s’ (a coffee-house), and its editor James Sutherland comments: ‘Hockley-in-the-hole, a place near Clerkenwell-Green, famous for the baiting of bulls and bears, dog-fights, trials of skill, etc.’ (Twickenham Edition (London: Methuen, 1953)). Dunciad IV.321 gives a view of the disastrous effect of the European Grand Tour of Classical sites on a young gentleman’s education: ‘All Classic learning lost on Classic ground’. The ‘little court by the side of [Clerkenwell] workhouse’ connecting Coppice-row and Little Saffron-hill was probably Crawford’s Passage – one of the streets mentioned here that do not survive. (Some that do have changed their name.)

7. the lowest orders of Irish (who are generally the lowest orders of anything): As F. H. W. Sheppard says, ‘Irish migrants had been coming to London for centuries, but in the 1820s and 1830s their numbers mounted rapidly … They were generally poor, unskilled, and often destitute’ (London, 1808–71). By 1841 3% of the total population of the capital was Irish.

8. Field-lane: This narrow street, where Fagin has his headquarters, was the continuation of Saffron-hill at the south end, debouching onto Holborn Hill. It had been the location of the hide-out of the notorious eighteenth-century thief Jonathan Wild. Its shops were well known for selling silk handkerchiefs bought from pickpockets: in October 1834 Dickens, complaining in a letter about a literary piracy, declared that ‘It is very little consolation to me to know, when my handkerchief is gone, that I may see it flaunting with renovated beauty in Field-lane’. In The London Prisons, Dixon describes walking through it:

The lane is narrow enough for [one] to reach across from house to house, and the buildings so lofty that a very bright sun is required to send light to the surface. The dwellings on either side are dark; in some of them candles or gas is burning all day long. The stench is awful. Along the middle of the narrow lane runs a gutter, into which every sort of poisonous liquid is poured. This thoroughfare is occupied entirely by receivers of stolen goods, which goods are openly spread out for sale. Here you may re-purchase your own hat, boots, or umbrella; and, unless you take especial precaution, you may have one of the importunate saleswomen – daughters of Israel … – attempting to seduce you into the purchase of the very handkerchief which you had in your pocket at the entrance.


9. a very old shrivelled Jew: In i860, Dickens sold Tavistock House for 2000 guineas (£2100) to James Phineas Davis, a solicitor, whom he first described as ‘a Jew Money-Lender’ – only to be surprised by how ‘satisfactory, considerate and trusting’ the ‘money-dealings’ between them were. Later Mrs Davis remonstrated with Dickens for having made Fagin a Jew, and he replied that such criminals were almost invariably Jewish (see Introduction, p. xxxix). Peter Fairclough cites a contemporary report: ‘A Jew seldom thieves, but is worse than a thief; he encourages others to thieve. In every town there is a Jew, resident or tramping;  … if a robbery is effected, the property is hid till a Jew is found, and a bargain is then made.’ It was thought until recently, indeed, that Fagin was at least loosely based on a famous Jewish fence, Ikey Solomons. At any rate the severe restrictions on Jewish occupations and property-holding did push a number of Jews into illegal activities. Dickens also says in response to Mrs Davis, ‘firstly, that all the wicked dramatis personae are Christians; and secondly, that he is called “The Jew”, not because of his religion, but because of his race’ (letter of 10 July 1843). He did however respond by putting a sympathetic Jewish character, Mr Riah, into Our Mutual Friend (1865); and in 1867 he changed most references to ‘the Jew’.

CHAPTER THE NINTH

CONTAINING FURTHER PARTICULARS CONCERNING THE PLEASANT OLD GENTLEMAN

1. It was late: There had been no instalment of Oliver Twist, nor of The Pickwick Papers, in June 1837, which caused rumours about ‘Boz’ to abound. Dickens had been stunned by the sudden death on 7 May of his wife’s sister, Mary Hogarth (1819–37), who had frequently been a member of their household. ‘She went up stairs to bed at about one o’Clock in perfect health and her usual delightful spirits; was taken ill before she had undressed; and died in my arms next afternoon at 3 o’Clock. Everything that could be done was done but nothing could save her. The medical men imagine it was a disease of the heart.’ In the same letter, Dickens wrote that ‘I have lost the dearest friend I ever had … She had not a single fault, and was in life almost as far above the foibles and vanity of her sex and age as she is now in Heaven.’

2. the execution that morning: Executions outside Newgate Prison, using the ‘new drop’ (see note I to III, 14), took place on Monday mornings at eight o’clock; so Oliver and the Dodger have arrived at Fagin’s on a Sunday night. Dixon says that ‘an execution is as good as a lord-mayor’s show to the race of pickpockets’; he estimated that at a given hanging the arrests would number some thirty to fifty, the robberies several hundred.

3. note-case … guard-chain: A note-case was a wallet; a guard-chain was supposed to secure a pocket-watch to a gentleman’s clothing.

CHAPTER THE TENTH

OLIVER BECOMES BETTER ACQUAINTED WITH THE CHARACTERS OF HIS NEW ASSOCIATES

1. the open square in Clerkenwell … ‘The Green’: Clerkenwell, less than a third of a mile north of Field Lane, was known at this time for the highest murder-rate and the greatest concentration of criminality in London. In The London Prisons, Dixon states: ‘The constant conflict of its turbulent population with the guardians of the public peace, has given it a universal reputation. It is low London of low London.’ There had not for at least a century been a ‘Green’ in the open space by the Sessions House in Clerkenwell – where Mr Bumble later comes to attend a case. Clerkenwell Green was a site of political meetings and became a starting-point for Chartist processions.

2. a powdered head: That he powders his hair, a habit more prevalent in the eighteenth century than the nineteenth, identifies Mr Brownlow as an old-fashioned gentleman.

3. ole audience desert Punch in the very thickest of the plot: In the brutally comic Punch and Judy puppet-show, a nineteenth-century reworking of the Pulcinella in the Italian commedia dell’arte, Mr Punch usually insults, beats and kills a succession of characters, including his wife, Judy, and generally avoids a bad end by tricking, and hanging, the hangman.

4. olice officer (who is always the last person to arrive in such cases): In A New Study of Police History (1956), Charles Reith says that by the early nineteenth century: ‘The complete breakdown in London of the old parish-constable system had spread to all parts of the country.’ One response came in the shape of the London police force, established in 1829 by the Home Secretary Robert Peel’s Metropolitan Police Act. Taking over from the locally organized parish-constables, it only gradually superseded the Bow Street Runners (see below, note 5 to II, 7 and note 4 to III, 6), ‘The principal object to be attained is the Prevention of Crime’, as its original manifesto stated. It was uniformed, poorly paid, and was to provide a free centralized public service, unlike the Runners who were paid by the private individuals who hired them. For years there was intense public resistance to the police (as a threat to English liberty) and a fierce Press campaign against them, with which this remark is in keeping, though crime and disorder in London visibly decreased.

CHAPTER THE ELEVENTH

TREATS OF MR FANG THE POLICE MAGISTRATE

1. a very notorious metropolitan police-office … a place called Mutton-hill … summary justice: Mutton-hill is now Vine Hill, and Oliver is taken to the Hatton Garden Police Office (or court) at 52–3 Hatton Street. Cases concerning minor offences (e.g. vagrancy, drunkenness, minor larceny and prostitution) were tried not by jury but ‘summarily’, by magistrate.

2. renowned Mr Fang: Dickens wrote to Thomas Haines, an influential police reporter, on 3 June 1837 that

In my next number of Oliver Twist, I must have a magistrate; and casting about for a magistrate whose harshness and insolence would render him a fit subject to be ‘shewn up’ I have, as a necessary consequence, stumbled upon Mr Laing of Hatton Garden celebrity. I know the man’s character perfectly well, but as it would be necessary to describe his appearance also, I ought to have seen him, which (fortunately or unfortunately as the case may be) I have never done. In this dilemma it occurred to me that perhaps I might under your auspices be smuggled into the Hatton Garden office for a few moments some morning.


Allan Stewart Laing (1788–1862), appointed as a police magistrate in 1820, had been much attacked as outrageously severe in Gilbert a Beckett’s satirical weekly Figaro in London and elsewhere in 1835–6. On 1 January 1838 Laing was dismissed from the Bench by the Home Secretary, Lord John Russell, having been forced to pay damages following a collision in the street with a doctor whom he struck, called a ‘damned blackguard’ and had taken into custody. Dickens may have been following Smollett, who in Roderick Random (1748) satirizes an angry bullying justice ‘not many miles distant from Covent Garden’ (ch. 17).

3. three months, – hard labour: Fang appears to apply a maximum sentence under the 1824 Vagrancy Act (for loitering in a street ‘with intent to commit a felony’), thus avoiding the need for a jury trial.

CHAPTER THE TWELFTH

IN WHICH OLIVER IS TAKEN BETTER CARE OF

1. down Mount Pleasant and up Exmouth-street … a quiet shady street near Pentonville: With the spread of the city, Mount Pleasant, north of Hatton Garden, was already a misleadingly pastoral name. Pentonville, to the west of Islington and north-east of where King’s Cross station now stands, was then a fashionable suburb, developed in 1773 on the estate of Henry Penton, M P, from which clerks would commute the short distance to the City. George Cruikshank (1792–1878), Dickens’s friend, and the illustrator of this book, lived at 23 Myddelton Terrace, Pentonville.

2. rushlight-shade: A cylindrical metal shade pierced with holes around a weak rush candle, and thus a good night-light.

3. The man that invented the machine for taking likenesses: As Dickens was writing, photography was in the experimental stages of its development. ‘The man’ might be the Frenchman Louis Jacques Mande Daguerre (1789–1851), who made his first successful photograph in 1837 but only made his work public in 1839; or the Englishman William Henry Fox Talbot (1800–1877), who made the first photographic negative in 1835; but more probably another Frenchman, Joseph Nicephor Niepce (1765–1833), who produced his first heliograph (a faint image made through a chemical process with a camera obscura on a metal plate) in 1826 and had addressed the Royal Society in 1827. Alternatively, Paroissien suggests Joseph Tussaud’s profile machine, referred to by Sam Weller in Pickwick Papers, ch. 33.

4. slops: Invalids’ weak liquid food, usually unappetizing.

CHAPTER THE THIRTEENTH

REVERTS TO THE MERRY OLD GENTLEMAN AND HIS YOUTHFUL FRIENDS

1. Thus, to do a great right, you may do a little wrong: In Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice, IV.i. 210–12, Bassanio addresses Portia (disguised as a judge, Balthasar) about Shylock: ‘Wrest once the law to your authority; / To do a great right do a little wrong, / And curb this cruel devil of his will’. Portia replies, ‘It must not be.’

2. Toor rul lol loo, gammon and spinnage, the frog he wouldn’t, and high cockolorum: ‘Toor rul lol loo’: untraced. ‘Gammon and spinach’ and the frog are from the refrain of the nursery rhyme, ‘A Frog He Would a-Wooing Go’. ‘High cockolorum’ is a boys’ game with two teams, one of which jumps on the opposition’s backs and sits there till they collapse.

3. done the River Company every quarter: The New River Company had supplied water from Hertfordshire to North London since the seventeenth century. This slightly obscure expression may imagine Fagin collecting quarterly dues like the River Company; or, Gill suggests, cheating the company.

4. belcher handkerchief: A dark blue neckerchief mottled with white spots, named after the boxer Jim Belcher (1781–1811).

5. it would come out rather worse for you than it would for me: Despite Fagin’s threat, fences – receivers of stolen goods – had since Robert Peel’s 1827 Larceny Act lost their previous comparative impunity, and in felony cases could be tried as accessories after the fact or as felons themselves.

6. genteel suburb ofRatcliffe: Ratcliff Highway, a riverside district in the East End, notorious for the seven bloody Ratcliff Highway Murders in 1811: ‘that reservoir of dirt, drunkenness, and drabs: thieves, oysters, baked potatoes, and pickled salmon – Ratcliff-highway’ (‘Brokers and Marine-store Shops’, Ch. 21, Sketches by Boz).

7. a miserable shoeless criminal, who had been taken up for playing the flute: In November 1835 Dickens had joined the mockery of Laing, who had had a muffin-boy taken up for ringing a muffin-bell in Hatton Garden while Laing’s court was sitting.

8. so much breath to spare, it would be much more wholesomely expended on the treadmill: The treadmill was introduced at Brixton Prison in 1817, and abolished only in the Prisons Act of 1898: convicts, who called the activity ‘grinding the wind’, trod exhaustingly and unproductively, in compartments like ‘the stalls at a public urinal’ (Henry Mayhew and John Binney, The Criminal Prisons of London), up the steps of an elongated heavy revolving wheel, thus working a giant fan outside. Dixon notes: ‘The wheel does find work for the muscles, but it is in itself, in spite of its one advantage of compelling to exertion, useless, profitless, disgusting, and demoralising.’ In 1850, seemingly influenced by Thomas Carlyle’s attack that year on ‘Model Prisons’ in Latter-Day Pamphlets, Dickens was in favour of it, precisely for its waste of effort: ‘Is it no part of the legitimate consideration of this important point of work, to discover what kind of work the people always filtering through the gaols of large towns – the pickpocket, the sturdy vagrant, the habitual drunkard, and the begging-letter impostor – like least, and to give them that work to do in preference to any other?’ (‘Pet Prisoners’, DJ, II).

9. in defiance of the Stamp-office: This government department marked papers, including vendors’ licences and newspapers, to guarantee that the appropriate duty (‘stamp-duty’) had been paid.

CHAPTER THE FOURTEENTH

COMPRISING FURTHER PARTICULARS OF OLIVER’S STAY AT MR BROWNLOW’S

1. cribbage: A card game for two. First to reach 61,121 or 181 points, depending on the number of cards dealt, is the winner; therefore once, twice or three times round the board.

2. sell them to a Jew: I.e. to a second-hand clothes dealer. Of Holywell-street, parallel to the Strand, which was demolished to make the present-day Aldwych, Dickens had written in Sketches by Boz: ‘Holywell-street we despise; the red-headed and red-whiskered Jews who forcibly haul you into their squalid houses, and thrust you into a suit of clothes, whether you will or not, we detest’ (ch. 6, ‘Meditations in Monmouth-street’).

3. it would be a much better thing to be a bookseller: When Dickens wrote this in August 1837, he was in dispute with Bentley, and much oppressed by the contractually fixed disproportion between his publisher’s earnings from his books and his own. In January 1839, he told his friend Forster why he could not yet bring himself to write Barnaby Rudge:

The immense profits which Oliver has realised to its publisher, and is still realising; the paltry, wretched, miserable sum it brought to me (not equal to what is every day paid for a novel that sells fifteen hundred copies at most); the recollection of this, and the consciousness that I have still the slavery and drudgery of another work on the same journeyman-terms; the consciousness that my books are enriching everybody connected with them but myself, and that I, with such a popularity as I have acquired, am struggling in old toils, and wasting my energies in the very height and freshness of my fame, and the best part of my life, to fill the pockets of others, while for those who are nearest and dearest to me I can realise little more than a genteel subsistence: all this puts me out of heart and spirits  …


4. nankeen: A yellow cotton cloth, very ‘respectable’ and hard-wearing.

5. I won’t be ten minutes: From anywhere in Pentonville, Oliver, eager as he is, would have to run very fast to get to Clerkenwell Green and back in ten minutes.

CHAPTER THE FIFTEENTH

SHEWING HOW VERY FOND OF OLIVER TWIST

1. If it did not come strictly within the scope … no part of my original intention so to do: This passage, which looks back to the eighteenth-century digressions of Fielding and Sterne, was cut from 1838 (see introduction to Selected Textual Variants). ‘This prose epic’ may deliberately recall Fielding’s preface to Joseph Andrews (1742) as describing it as a ‘comic Epic-Poem in Prose’.

2. There must always be two parties … adage: Thomas Fuller’s Gnomologia: Adagies and Proverbs (1732), n. 4942: ‘There must be two at least to a quarrel.’

3. nightcap … If I go, you go: In low slang, a ‘horse’s nightcap’ is a halter; ‘to die in a horse’s nightcap’ is to be hanged. It had become usual to put a hood over the head of the criminal on the scaffold. Sikes may be referring to the change in the law with Peel’s 1827 Larceny Act (see note 5 to I, 13).

4. interesting pages of the Hue and Cry: First issued in 1772 from Bow Street by the magistrate Sir John Fielding, half-brother to Henry Fielding, what became The Public – then The Weekly – Hue-and-Cry was a police bulletin describing crimes committed and criminals wanted. From 1828 it was a weekly called The Police Gazette; or, Hue and Cry, containing advertisements offering rewards for the recovery of stolen property and the apprehension of criminals (hence perhaps Fagin’s interest).

5. gas-lamps: Gas street-lighting had been introduced in London as early as 1807 in Pall Mall, and within twenty years had displaced oil lamps in most central districts. It was not much used domestically till the 1830s.

CHAPTER THE SIXTEENTH

RELATES WHAT BECAME OF OLIVER TWIST

1. The narrow streets: This chapter begins the November 1837 instalment of the novel; there had been no instalment in October, and a notice appeared on the magazine’s wrapper: ‘Oliver Twist will be continued by Mr. Dickens in the next number of the Miscellany, and after that from month to month as usual. The great length of the proceedings of the Mudfog Association prevents the insertion of the usual continuation this month.’ This refers to Dickens’s ‘Full Report of the First Meeting of the Mudfog Association for the Advancement of Everything’, the first of two satires on the annual meetings of the British Association. Forster suggested that the delay was caused by a contractual dispute with Bentley over whether Oliver Twist counted as the second new novel in their agreement.

2. Smithfield … Grosvenor Square: Smithfield was London’s main livestock market (held on Mondays and Thursdays till 1855), as well as a long-established site of public executions and religious martyrdoms – Sir William Wallace was executed there in 1305. It was also home to Bartholomew Fair, already a focus for fraudsters and pickpockets in Ben Jonson’s 1614 comedy of the same name, held every year for three days, starting on 3 September (new calendar), the feast of St Bartholomew (Sikes’s ‘Bartlemy time’). The fair was discontinued in 1835, and Dickens was later active in his journal Household Words against the ‘Beast Market’, and unhygienic nearby ‘slaughterhouses in the heart of a city’ (‘A Monument of French Folly’ (1851), DJ, II). In Great Expectations the young Pip, wandering into it, finds that ‘the shameful place, being all asmear with filth and fat and blood and foam, seemed to stick to me’; he flees, only to run into Newgate and the Old Bailey, where a drunken official shows him where the gallows is kept and informs him four people are to be hanged ‘the day after tomorrow at eight in the morning’ (ch. 20). See also I, 21. The mansions of Grosvenor Square are quite at the other, smart, West End of town, just south of Oxford Street.

3. when I was shopped: Sikes is shopped or imprisoned in the notorious Newgate Prison (see note 2 to I, 18), well within earshot of Smithfield, which was just north up Giltspur Street.

4. a very filthy narrow street, nearly full of old-clothes shops: Sikes, Nancy and Oliver take ‘a full half-hour’ to get to ‘the other ken’ in Whitechapel, over in the East End and north-east of the Tower of London, a mile and a half or so. Fagin’s alternative, more derelict headquarters is in an area that has come down in the world, with a ‘Rag Fair’ or old-clothes market in Whitechapel Road and Petticoat Lane. Mayhew and Binny lists known receivers of stolen goods in this district: in Middlesex Street, Brick Lane, Whitechapel Road, Commercial Road and Rosemary Lane.

5. when I was a child not half as old as this  …for twelve years since: Guiliano and Collins comment: ‘If Nancy came under Fagin’s influence when she was half Oliver’s age, say five years old, and since she has been at it for twelve years, she is therefore seventeen years old.’

CHAPTER THE SEVENTEENTH

OLIVER’S DESTINY CONTINUING UNPROPITIOUS

1. all good, murderous melodramas, to present the tragic and the comic scenes in as regular alternation: In Sketches by Boz, Dickens evokes ‘a melo-drama (with three murders and a ghost), a pantomime, a comic song, an overture, and some incidental music, all done in five-and-twenty minutes’ (‘Greenwich Fair’, ch. 12). One could also see this same principle of alternation at work in Shakespeare’s tragedies (perhaps most notably and controversially with the Porter’s scene in Macbeth just after Duncan’s murder). It applies also to the popular novel Rookwood (1834), by Dickens’s friend William Harrison Ainsworth, in which there are many comic songs interspersed with life-threatening captivities and indeed scenes in ‘church vaults’; see also Introduction.

2. before the quarter-sessions at Clerkinwell: The quarterly sessions of the court at Clerkenwell at which people were tried for minor offences. Those found guilty were usually sentenced to the nearby Middlesex House of Correction in Coldbath Fields. Mr Bumble’s reference to the Sessions coming ‘off rather worse than they expected’ seems to mean that a rival parish – or the London court itself – will end up with responsibility for the two paupers in the case.

3. his place on the outside of the coach: Such seats were considerably cheaper and more uncomfortable than those inside.

CHAPTER THE EIGHTEENTH

HOW OLIVER PASSED HIS TIME IN THE IMPROVING SOCIETY OF HIS REPUTABLE FRIENDS

1. the crying sin of ingratitude: Cf. Macbeth, I. iv. 14–16, where the generous King Duncan says to the treacherous Macbeth: ‘O worthiest cousin, / The sin of my ingratitude even now / Was heavy on me.’

2. hung at the Old Bailey:

There, in the very core of London, in the heart of its business and animation, in the midst of a whirl of noise and motion: stemming as it were the giant currents of life that flow ceaselessly on from different quarters, and meet beneath its walls, stands Newgate; and in that crowded street on which it frowns so darkly – within a few feet of the squalid tottering houses – upon the very spot on which the vendors of soup and fish and damaged fruit are now plying their trades – scores of human beings, amidst a roar of sounds to which even the tumult of a great city is as nothing, four, six, or eight strong men at a time, have been hurried violently and swiftly from the world, when the scene has been rendered frightful with excess of human life; when curious eyes have glared from casement, and house-top, and wall and pillar, and when, in the mass of white and up-turned faces, the dying wretch, in his all-comprehensive look of agony, has met not one – not one – that bore the impress of pity or compassion.


This is from the first instalment of Nicholas Nickleby (ch. 4), published on 31 March 183 8, while Dickens was still writing Oliver Twist. The Central Criminal Court of England in the Old Bailey, a street running from Ludgate Hill to Newgate, with the adjacent Newgate Prison, was burnt down in the Gordon Riots of 1780, later fictionalized by Dickens in Barnaby Rudge (1841); both were rebuilt in 1809. Hangings had taken place on a scaffold erected against its walls since 1783, when they were discontinued at the previous site, Tyburn, and continued till public executions were abolished in 1868.

3. it had belonged to better people … dismal and dreary as it looked now: With the changes in fashion and growth of such suburbs as Pentonville, formerly grand residences in such areas as Whitechapel, in and around the City, had fallen into decline. The City never really recovered as a residential district from the Great Fire of London in 1666. When Mr Pickwick’s coach drives through a ‘crowded and filthy street’ in Whitechapel, Sam Weller remarks, ‘Not a wery nice neighbourhood this, sir’ (Pickwick Papers, ch. 22).

4. the ball of St Paul’s Cathedral: On 28 February 1837, Dickens had written to his friend Thomas Beard suggesting a walk: ‘The top of the Monument is one of my longings; the ditto of St. Paul’s, another.’ The dome of Christopher Wren’s cathedral, high above the City (like the 202-foot Monument not far off, a column near London Bridge erected in memory of the Great Fire), is surmounted by a hollow globe with a golden cross on top; it was formerly possible for visitors to go inside the globe, which accommodates about a dozen people.

5. fumigating clothes up yonder: Tom Chitling has come from ‘the house of correction’, a generic term for local prisons under the control of local magistrates, used for minor offenders sentenced to anything from one week to three years, but here probably the one at Coldbath Fields, Clerkenwell. Rebuilt in 1794 and subsequently extended, controlled by the Middlesex Magistrates, it was probably the largest prison in the world at the time and very near Dickens’s house in Doughty Street. (‘Among other advantages of situation, we have the inestimable one of living in the immediate neighbourhood of the House of Correction,’ as he wrote to Ainsworth in June 1837.) Dickens went over it on 5 November 1835: ‘I was immensely interested in everything I saw.’ In 1834 its reformist governor, George Laval Chesterton (d. 1868), later Dickens’s friend, introduced the ‘Silent System’, whereby prisoners could work together, but not communicate. Chitling’s clothes are fumigated with brimstone (sulphur).

CHAPTER THE NINETEENTH

IN WHICH A NOTABLE PLAN IS DISCUSSED AND DETERMINED ON

1. like some loathsome reptile, engendered in the slime and darkness: Paroissien cites Byron’s verse-drama Cain (1821), II.ii. 95–8, where in Hades Lucifer tells Cain that ‘the rest / Of your poor attributes is such as suits / Reptiles engendered out of the subsiding / Slime of a mighty universe’. (One of the descriptive headlines introduced by Dickens in 1867, for Sikes’s flight near the end, is ‘The Curse of Cain’.)

2. Spitalfields … Bethnal Green: A slum area, to the east of the City of London, Spitalfields was built up in the late seventeenth century; it had been a major location for the weaving industry, and in 1763 several thousand journeymen weavers had rioted there. Bethnal Green was infamous for its slums, taverns and social disorder.

3. another adjective, derived from the name of an unpleasant instrument of death … ears polite: ‘Gallows’, really used here as an adverb: see Appendix C. Pope’s Epistle IV: To Burlington (1735), ll. 147–8, evokes the comfortable chapel of a rich nobleman: ‘To rest, the Cushion and soft Dean invite, / Who never mentions Hell to ears polite’.

4. Chertsey: A small town in Surrey beside the River Thames, about 20 miles west-south-west of central London, with a population in 1831 of 4279; even decades later it was described by Charles Dickens Junior as ‘an old-fashioned country town – one of the most characteristic still remaining in the immediate neighborhood of London. The country around is well-wooded, hilly, and exceedingly picturesque …’ (Dickens’s Dictionary of London, 1879: An Uncon ventional Handbook). Paroissien notes that the creation of the Metropolitan Police in 1829 tended to drive thieves out of London for their criminal targets.

5. the Juvenile Delinquent Society: Dickens’s 1850 article ‘A December Vision’ would offer a nightmarish view of the problem of juvenile delinquency, especially in London, which taxed him greatly: ‘I saw Thirty Thousand children, hunted, flogged, imprisoned, but not taught – who might have been nurtured by the wolf or bear, so little of humanity had they, within them or without – all joining in this doleful cry’ (DJ, II, 307). The Society to Inquire into Causes of Juvenile Delinquency was founded in 1815.

6. Common Garden: Covent Garden was until 1970 London’s main fruit, vegetable and flower market, and was also a refuge for the homeless.

CHAPTER THE TWENTIETH

WHEREIN OLIVER IS DELIVERED OVER TO MR WILLIAM SIKES

1. a history of the lives and trials of great criminals: Almost certainly what Oliver reads, when he has ‘snuffed’ (here, trimmed) the candle, is The Newgate Calendar, or Malefactors’Bloody Register (1728), published in five volumes in 1773–4, in six volumes in 1795 and 1800, and again in four in 1824–8. It was a popular collection of narratives of notorious criminals’ lives, exploits, trials and last days in Newgate. It is mentioned by name in III, 6.

2. A hackney cabriolet: Pulled by a single hackney, a light breed of trotting-horse, such vehicles were light, two-wheeled carriages for hire, seating four and with a folding leather hood.

CHAPTER THE TWENTY-FIRST

THE EXPEDITION

1. St Andrew’s church: As Sikes and Oliver pass from the City into the West End, they look up at the clock on the Wren-designed St Andrew’s on the south side of Holborn Hill (very close to Fagin’s Field-lane lair).

2. ‘Hounslow’  …the Coach and Horses: Hounslow at this time was a town outside London, 9½ miles west-south-west, on the main coaching route to Bristol and the West Country; Isleworth (9 miles west-south-west) is on the west side of the Thames, and Twickenham lies south of it. Sikes and Oliver head steadily south-west towards Chertsey, following the main roads as they accommodate the bends of the river. The Coach and Horses is a particularly common name for inns along the traditional coaching routes, and this one at Isleworth is described by the Dickensian pub-scholar B. W. Matz as ‘a huge four-square lump of a place’ with ‘rather a dour and forbidding aspect’ (Dickensian Inns and Taverns).

3. Twickenham  …an old public-house: In 1846 Dickens leaves out the mention of Twickenham and, perhaps to fill the hours of their long day, has Sikes and Oliver ‘linger about, in the fields, for some hours’ before going to the public-house. Hampton, 13½ miles west-south-west of London, with a population of 3549 in 1831, lies south of Twickenham on the north bank of the winding Thames; thereafter the trip to Chertsey is more direct. (The Red Lion was still a landmark in Hampton a century later.)

4. Lower Halliford … Shepperton: To follow the north bank of the Thames to Chertsey Sikes and Oliver must head south and west through Sunbury, a couple of miles on to Lower Halliford and then another mile or so to the village of Shepperton (population 782 in 1831), across the flat ground by the river – from where Chertsey was another 2½ miles.

CHAPTER THE TWENTY-SECOND

THE BURGLARY

1. shawl-pattern: A paisley pattern: Scots weavers in Paisley appropriated a distinctive Indian and Persian design of fruit and pine-cones.

2. large dark shawls: At this period a ‘shawl’ could mean a scarf worn round the neck as protection from cold.

3. the bridge … Chertsey  …the church bell: F. A. H. Lambert’s 1903 guide Surrey says ‘Chertsey Bridge – one of the most picturesque on the river – is worth a visit for its own sake as well as for the view to be obtained from it.’ St Peter’s church contains one of the oldest bells in the county, taken from the ancient abbey formerly in the town. Fitzgerald stated that ‘Years ago there was a ruined hovel standing by the bridge which was pointed out as the house in question [i.e. Toby’s house], but it has since disappeared.’

4. a detached house surrounded by a wall: Fitzgerald says this is Pycroft House, ‘a charming old Queen Anne structure’ in pleasant grounds, and that the lattice where Oliver climbs in became known as ‘Oliver’s window’.

5. a dark lantern: A lantern with a sliding front that can be closed by turning the top of the lantern, thus shutting off the light when necessary without putting out the candle. When Mr Pickwick uses one in ch. 39 of The Pickwick Papers, Sam Weller gives his opinion of them: ‘Wery nice things, if they’re managed properly, sir,  …but if you don’t want to be seen, I think they’re more useful arter the candle’s gone out, than wen it’s alight.’

BOOK THE SECOND

CHAPTER THE FIRST

WHICH CONTAINS THE SUBSTANCE OF A PLEASANT CONVERSATION BETWEEN MR BUMBLE AND A LADY

1. yet them paupers are not contented: What is offered here is a newly parsimonious form of ‘out-of-door relief, a kind of support with which the Poor Law Commissioners were forced to continue by temporarily severe conditions and full workhouses, despite the 1834 Act’s original intention to restrict relief to the workhouse.

2. real fresh, genuine port wine  …no sediment … shaken it well: Good, vintage port – the deep-red fortified wine from northern Portugal – is aged for many years before drinking, and is better when it has a sediment – and thus ought not to be shaken.

CHAPTER THE SECOND

TREATS OF A VERY POOR SUBJECT

1. the parish apothecary’s apprentice: As in the opening chapter, the medical care provided in the workhouse is relatively unskilled, because the Board does everything on the cheap. Here the apprentice is unqualified, and into the bargain neglectful of his duties.

CHAPTER THE THIRD

WHEREIN THIS HISTORY REVERTS TO MR FAGIN AND COMPANY

1. game of whist … taking dummy …. a scientific rubber  …two doubles and the rub: Whist had become a very popular card game in the eighteenth century. It can be played as here with a dummy or ‘dum’ when there is not an even number of players: one of them can be partnered by an imaginary player, whose exposed hand of cards is controlled by him. The best of three games at whist is a ‘rubber’. ‘Two doubles and the rub’ is two tricks making ten points while the opponents score under three, and the best of three games.

2. Day and Martin: This firm, rivals of Warren’s where Dickens worked as a child, made a popular liquid shoe polish, or blacking. Sam Weller uses it in The Pickwick Papers, ch. 10. The name was also slang for cheap port.

CHAPTER THE FOURTH

IN WHICH A MYSTERIOUS CHARACTER APPEARS UPON THE SCENE

1. Snow Hill and Holborn Hill … Field Lane: At this time Holborn Viaduct had not yet been built (which happened 1863–9); the area was known as Holborn Bridge. Snow Hill ran steeply down from Smithfield; Holborn Hill up from what had been the Fleet Ditch on the other side. Field Lane, the alley at the bottom of Saffron Hill, Fagin’s original base in I, 8, is now fully described.

2. the shoe-vamper: The vamp is the front upper part of a shoe. The OEDcites Carlyle, The French Revolution (1837): ‘Skilfullest vamper-up of old rotten leather, to make it look like new’.

3. the hoptalmy: Ophthalmia, an inflammation of the eyes.

4. the Cripples: This particular pub, a ‘flash house’ or resort of criminals, is fictitious, as Matz says, though doubtless based on those in the area (Dickensian Inns and Taverns).

5. Non istwentus, as the lawyers say: Garbled attempt at non est inventus, Latin legal phrase: ‘not to be found’.

6. gave a sentiment: Made a toast.

7. drab: OED: ‘a harlot, prostitute, strumpet’. Cf. Macbeth, IV.i. 31: ‘Birth-strangled babe, / Ditch-delivered by a drab’.

8. Jack Ketch: See Appendix C. The neighbourhood round Fagin’s lair in Field Lane was sometimes known in the eighteenth century as ‘Jack Ketch’s Warren’.

9. perfume of Geneva: ‘Gin’ is a shortened form of the Dutch word ‘genever’, meaning juniper; the word was often spelt thus and written with capital G by confusion with the city in Switzerland.

CHAPTER THE FIFTH

ATONES FOR THE UNPOLITENESS OF A FORMER CHAPTER

1. ‘tenterhooks’: Literally, hooks or bent nails on a ‘tenter’ or wood frame across which cloth is stretched after it has been milled, in order to set or dry evenly and without shrinking. To be on tenterhooks is thus to be in suspense.

2. green-glass bottle: According to the traditional colour coding for bottles by druggists or chemists, green was the colour for peppermint.

3. opening oysters from a barrel: At this time oysters were plentiful and eaten by all classes; they were thought to serve as aphrodisiacs.

CHAPTER THE SIXTH

LOOKS AFTER OLIVER

1. a travelling tinker: A mender of pots and pans.

2. busting: OED says this can be a dialect word for ‘beating’.

CHAPTER THE SEVENTH

HAS AN INTRODUCTORY ACCOUNT OF THE INMATES OF THE HOUSE TO WHICH OLIVER RESORTED

1. a waiter: A waiter here is a small tray.

2. a gig: A light carriage with two wheels drawn by a single horse.

3. the twopenny post: The government took over London’s postal service in 1801 from the private Penny Post, and increased the rate to twopence. The postmaster Rowland Hill introduced a standard penny rate in January 1840.

4. that thick-headed constable fellow: This is a parish-constable, part of the old-fashioned rural system of law-enforcement that is mocked by Shakespeare in the figure of Dogberry, the constable in charge of the watch in Much Ado about Nothing (1599), a man of many wrong words and all-round incompetence. In ch. 24 of The Pickwick Papers, rioting Ipswich schoolboys ‘pelted the constabulary – an elderly gentleman in top-boots, who … had been a peace-officer, man and boy, for half a century at least’ and ‘who was chiefly remarkable for a bottle-nose, a hoarse voice, snuff-coloured surtout, and a wandering eye’. He carries ‘a short truncheon, surmounted by a brazen crown’ – part of his official regalia, referred to here in Oliver Twist as his ‘staff of office’.

5. the runners … The Bow-street officers: The Bow Street Runners had operated as a detective force out of the Bow Street Magistrates’ Court since the mid-eighteenth century. In 1829, the modernizing Peel founded the Metropolitan Police (see note 4 to I, 10); and in 1839, the Runners were disbanded, though it was another three years till the Metropolitan Police had their own Detective department. In an 1850 article, ‘A Detective Police Party’, describing Dickens’s close relation with members of the Detective Branch (founded in 1842), he declares that

We are not by any means devout believers in the Old Bow-Street Police. To say the truth, we think there was a vast amount of humbug about those worthies. Apart from many of them being men of very indifferent character, and far too much in the habit of concerting with thieves and the like, they never lost a public occasion of jobbing and trading in mystery and making the most of themselves. (DJ, II)


It has though been suggested by Philip Collins (Dickens and Crime) and others that Dickens’s allegations about their corruption and inefficiency were not altogether fair.

CHAPTER THE EIGHTH

INVOLVES A CRITICAL POSITION

1. Edmonton … Battle-bridge … badger-drawing: Edmonton was in 1831 a pleasant little town of 7900 inhabitants on the Lea river, 7 miles north of London. Battle Bridge, in the eighteenth century a small village, was the name for the district (down the hill from Mr Brownlow in Pentonville) now known as King’s Cross – from the short-lived monument bearing a statue of George IV that was erected in 1836 and removed, having been widely deplored, by 1845 (see also note 5 to III, 5). The father of one of Dickens’s earliest friends, Thomas Mitton, was, like Conkey Chickweed, a publican there. Cockfighting and badger-drawing (both outlawed in 1849) were popular blood sports. In cockfighting two male fowl fought to the death with strapped-on spurs; in badger-drawing a badger was put in a hole, most often a barrel, and a dog was set after it. Spectators would bet on the outcome.

2. blunderbuss: A short, large-bore gun with a wide muzzle, that fired many balls or slugs rather than a single bullet; ‘capable of doing execution within a limited range without exact aim’ (OED).

3. the Gazette: Published twice a week, the London Gazette contained public notices, lists of government appointments and the names of bankrupts.

4. the cage at Kingston: A temporary jail where suspects were detained before being brought to court. Kingston-upon-Thames is a market town in Surrey, several miles towards London from Chertsey.

5. sleeping under a haystack … a great crime … punishable by imprisonment: Vagrancy and trespass, as said above, were both serious enough offences at this time to warrant imprisonment. When Oliver runs away from Mr Sowerberry’s, he immediately breaks the law by sleeping ‘under a hay-rick’.

6. rewarded with a couple of guineas: The Bow Street Runners, as Philip Collins says, ‘depended upon rewards and private fees for most of their income, and their activities … sometimes included the arrangement of compromises whereby stolen cash or goods were restored to their owners without prosecutions being entered’ (Dickens and Crime). Their usual rate for a job outside London was a guinea a day, with fourteen shillings a day to cover living expenses, plus a reward in the case of a successful prosecution.

CHAPTER THE NINTH

OF THE HAPPY LIFE OLIVER BEGAN TO LEAD WITH HIS KIND FRIENDS

1. Chertsey Bridge  …The thieves – the house they took me to: Heading back eastwards towards London from the Maylies’ house, which appears to be just west of Chertsey, Oliver and Mr Losberne presumably pass back through the town and then over Chertsey Bridge before Oliver recognizes, or thinks he does, the ‘solitary house all ruinous and decayed’ where he, Sikes and Toby Crackit have waited, and from which, in I, 22, ‘They crossed the bridge … towards the lights’.

2. chariot and pair: A light four-wheeled vehicle drawn by two horses.

3. groundsel: OED: ‘A common European weed, which is given as food to cage-birds’.

CHAPTER THE TENTH

WHEREIN THE HAPPINESS OF OLIVER AND HIS FRIENDS EXPERIENCES A SUDDEN CHECK

1. she was once more deadly pale: Dickens’s account of Rose Maylie’s illness was praised by the British Medical Journal as having ‘found its way into more than one standard work in both medicine and surgery’. It is ‘hectic’, a fever accompanying consumption and other wasting diseases, characterized by wide swings in temperature which recur daily, and numbering among its symptoms flushed cheeks and hot dry skin.

2. the little market-place of the market-town … ‘The George’: Fitzgerald says that Dickens, economizing on research, has actually based the unnamed ‘little town’ here, supposedly many miles from Chertsey because only four miles from the Maylies’ country cottage, on Chertsey itself. Guildford Street, Chertsey, has also an inn called ‘The George’ and a red brewery dated 1703. Paroissien identifies the unnamed town near the unlocated cottage as Petersham, where Dickens had spent four or five weeks in 1836.

3. white favours: White ribbons symbolize the innocence of the child who has died.

CHAPTER THE ELEVENTH

CONTAINS SOME INTRODUCTORY PARTICULARS RELATIVE TO A YOUNG GENTLEMAN WHO NOW ARRIVES UPON THE SCENE

1. a post-chaise: A rapid travelling carriage holding two or four passengers.

2. There is a kind of sleep: Paroissien cites The Philosophy of Sleep (1830) by Robert Macnish (1802–37), whose work Dickens knew, which describes a state of half-sleep where the sleeper, without waking, can hear conversations and ‘although not awakened by such circumstances, may recollect them afterwards. These impressions, caught by the sense, often … form the groundwork of the most extraordinary dreams.’

CHAPTER THE TWELFTH

CONTAINING THE UNSATISFACTORY RESULT OF OLIVER’S ADVENTURE

1. the young, the beautiful, and good: Dickens, the year before, wrote the inscription for the headstone of his sister-in-law: ‘MARY SCOTT HOGARTH / DIED 7TH MAY 1837 / YOUNG BEAUTIFUL AND GOOD / GOD IN HIS MERCY / NUMBERED HER WITH HIS ANGELS / AT THE EARLY AGE OF / SEVENTEEN.’

CHAPTER THE THIRTEENTH

IS A VERY SHORT ONE

1. place, cup or sweepstakes: Kinds of prize in horse racing: the first three to finish win a prize which they are awarded on how they place; a cup goes to the outright winner; in sweepstakes, all the entrants put up stakes for the winner’s pot before the race.

2. the General Post Office in London: The new post office in St Martin’s le Grand in the City, opened in 1829, had a Poste Restante Office where visitors without a permanent London address could pick up letters marked ‘To be called for’.

3. postilion: OED: ‘One who rides the near horse of the leaders (or formerly sometimes, each of the riders of the near horses) when four or more are used in carriage or post-chaise; especially one who rides the near horse when one pair only is used and there is no driver on the box.’

CHAPTER THE FOURTEENTH

IN WHICH THE READER, IF HE OR SHE RESORT TO THE FIFTH CHAPTER OF THIS SECOND BOOK

1. washable beaver hats: Hats had been made of beaver fur for centuries, and early nineteenth-century advertising played up the waterproof qualities of the latest versions.

2. jorum: OED: ‘A large drinking-bowl or vessel; also, the contents of this; especially a bowl of punch.’ OED’s earliest three citations come from Fielding, Goldsmith and Francis Grose’s Classical Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue.

BOOK THE THIRD

CHAPTER THE FIRST

CONTAINING AN ACCOUNT OF WHAT PASSED BETWEEN MR AND MRS BUMBLE AND MONKS AT THEIR NOCTURNAL INTERVIEW

1. I could have let you down: Cruikshank’s illustration shows a trapdoor that opens upwards, falsifying Monks’s claim. Dickens too contradicts this when Monks closes the trapdoor, for it ‘fell heavily back into its former position’.

2. If the sea ever gives up its dead – as books say it will: Revelation 20:12–13: ‘And the sea gave up the dead which were in it; and death and hell delivered up the dead which were in them; and they were judged every man according to their works.’

CHAPTER THE SECOND

INTRODUCES SOME RESPECTABLE CHARACTERS WITH WHOM THE READER IS ALREADY ACQUAINTED

1. seven and sixpenny green: There was a special customs duty on green tea, which was a luxury at seven shillings and sixpence a pound.

2. pound of best fresh; piece of double Glo’ster: Butter; Double Gloucester cheese.

CHAPTER THE THIRD

A STRANGE INTERVIEW

1. CHAPTER THE THIRD: There was no instalment in the September 1838 Bentley’s; Dickens produced instead a third Mudfog paper, ‘Full Report of the Second Mudfog Association for the advancement of everything’. The delay seems to have been partly calculated to increase the appeal of the book form of the novel, published on 9 November 1838 (with five instalments still to appear).

2. A watchman was crying half-past nine: Guiliano and Collins (in The Annotated Dickens) say: ‘Watchmen called the hour and the half-hour throughout the night. They would periodically call out the last half hour to be struck until the next one was nearly due. The practice was abolished by Peel’s Police Act of 1829.’ But it appears to be still going here, several years later; only in 1839 was the old watch system abolished in the City of London, where Peel’s Metropolitan Police at first had no jurisdiction.

3. from Spitalfields towards the West-End of London … a family hotel in a quiet but handsome street near Hyde Park: Nancy’s journey of a couple of miles thus takes her west and up in the social world, from the poorest slum (Spitalfields) to the most elegant district (Mayfair), near Hyde Park and thus probably off Park Lane.

4. the Dianas: Diana was the Roman goddess of chastity and the moon.

5. stews: Brothels. The archaism for Nancy’s place of work is Dickens’s way of avoiding, in his phrase from the later Preface, ‘any expression that could by possibility offend’.

6. hulks: The Hulks were disused ships that were first adapted in 1779 to serve only as temporary prisons for prisoners awaiting transportation to the ‘penal colonies’ during the American War of Independence (1776–83), but continued in use until 1858. It was a common punishment, and the prisoners worked in the dockyards at Woolwich and Chatham. There were high mortality rates and Mayhew and Binney speak of ‘crimes impossible to be mentioned being frequently perpetrated’ in the cramped conditions (The Criminal Prisons). When the convict Magwitch encounters the young hero Pip at the beginning of Great Expectations (1860–61), he has just escaped from a Hulk.

7. London Bridge: There have been a succession of London Bridges joining the north bank (Middlesex) to the south (Surrey). Just before Oliver Twist a modern one, designed by John Rennie, was constructed 1824–31. Opened by William IV on 1 August 1831, it remained in place till 1968, when it was moved to Arizona.

CHAPTER THE FOURTH

CONTAINING FRESH DISCOVERIES

1. Craven Street, in the Strand: Mr Brownlow’s new house is in the West End, in a street leading down from the western extremity of the Strand to the Thames. E. Beresford Chancellor, The London of Charles Dickens (1924), identified Mr Brownlow’s house as number 39, saying this was ‘generally accepted as the correct one’.

2. a motion of course: Grimwig as counsel had made an application to the court for a rule or order of court without which a legal action cannot proceed, or run its ‘course’.

CHAPTER THE FIFTH

AN OLD ACQUAINTANCE OF OLIVER’S

1. the Great North Road … mail-coaches … Highgate archway: On its way down from Mudfog to the Angel at Islington, the Great North Road (linking London and York) passed under an arched viaduct, built in 1813 to a design by John Nash, to span a steep cutting made in
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