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INTRODUCTION: 1974

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The age I am, as I write these lines.
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