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NICHOLAS NICKLEBY

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 were published in 1836–7 and after a slow start became a publishing phenomenon and Dickens’s characters the centre of a popular cult. Part of the secret of his success was the method of cheap serial publication which Dickens used for all his novels. He began Oliver Twist in 1837, followed by Nicholas Nickleby (1838) and The Old Curiosity Shop (1840 – 41). After finishing Barnaby Rudge (1841) Dickens set off for America; he went full of enthusiasm for the young republic but, in spite of a triumphant reception, he returned disillusioned. His experiences are recorded in American Notes (1842). Martin Chuzzlewit (1843 – 4) did not repeat its predecessors’ success but this was quickly redressed by the huge popularity of the Christmas Books, of which the first, A Christmas Carol, appeared in 1843. During 1844 – 6 Dickens travelled abroad and he began Dombey and Son while in Switzerland. This and David Copperfield (1849 – 50) were more serious in theme and more carefully planned than his early novels. In later works, such as Bleak House (1853) and Little Dorrit (1857), Dickens’s social criticism became more radical and his comedy more savage. In 1850 Dickens started the weekly periodical Household Words, succeeded in 1859 by All the Year Round; in these he published Hard Times (1854), A Tale of Two Cities (1859) and Great Expectations (1860 – 61). Dickens’s health was failing during the 1860s and the physical strain of the public readings which he began in 1858 hastened his decline, although Our Mutual Friend (1865) retained some of his best comedy. His last novel, The Mystery of Edwin Drood, was never completed and he died on 9 June 1870. Public grief at his death was considerable and he was buried in the Poets’ Corner of Westminster Abbey.
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A DICKENS CHRONOLOGY

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

1817 After previous postings to London and Sheerness and frequent changes of address, John Dickens settles his family in Chatham.

1821 Dickens attends local school kept by a Baptist minister.

1822 Family returns to London.

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

1827 Becomes a solicitor’s clerk.

1830 Admitted as a reader to the British Museum.

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

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

1834 Becomes reporter on the Morning Chronicle.

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

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

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

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

1839 Nicholas Nickleby published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1838–9). Moves to 1 Devonshire Terrace, Regents Park, London.

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

1842 January–June First visit to North America, described in American Notes, two volumes. Georgina Hogarth, Dickens’s sister-in-law, becomes permanent member of the household.

1843 Speech on the Press to Printer’s Pension Society, followed by others on behalf of various causes throughout Dickens’s career. A Christmas Carol published in December.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

1855 Speech in support of the Administrative Reform Association. Disappointing meeting with now married Maria Beadnell.

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

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

1858 Publishes Reprinted Pieces (articles from Household Words’). Separation from his wife followed by statement in Household Words. First public readings for his own profit in London, followed by provincial tour. Dickens’s household now largely run by his sister-in-law Georgina.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

9 June Dies, after stroke, at Gad’s Hill, aged fifty-eight. Buried in Westminster Abbey.
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INTRODUCTION

A few weeks before the opening number of Nicholas Nickleby was due to be published on 31 March 1838, Dickens issued a three-page pseudo-legal statement that warned of the dire punishments awaiting any literary pirates who might ‘presume to hoist but one shred of the good ship NICKLEBY’, and advertised the new work to the reading public in the most reassuring of terms: ‘it will be our aim to amuse, by producing a rapid succession of characters and incidents, and describing them as cheerfully and pleasantly as in us lies’.1

Needless to say, Dickens’s lurid threats had no effect on the various hacks who scraped a living by churning out cheap imitations and stage versions of the works of ‘the only true and lawful Boz’, as he described himself in the Nickleby Proclamation. Existing copyright legislation, about which Dickens complains several times in the course of Nicholas Nickleby itself, offered authors almost no protection against plagiarists, who had only slightly to alter the characters’ names to avoid prosecution. A certain ‘Bos’, who had already produced 112 instalments of The Posthumorous Notes of the Pickwick Club and a serial called Oliver Twiss, was soon following Dickens’s new novel under the title of Nickelas Nickelbery,2 while London theatres began presenting adaptations – with invented endings – as early as November 1838, before Dickens was even halfway through his story.3

These rogue publications and productions were, in the main, deeply resented by Dickens, but do serve to illustrate how completely he achieved his ‘aim to amuse’. Nicholas Nickleby is among those novels which reveal with particular clarity his debt to the forms of popular entertainment4 that underlie his art – as he seems to have discovered himself over twenty years later, almost with surprise, when he first incorporated part of the book into the repertoire of his public performances. ‘I think Nickleby tops all the readings,’ he wrote to Georgina Hogarth from Bury St Edmunds on 30 October 1861. ‘Somehow it seems to have got in it, by accident, exactly the qualities best suited to the purpose, and it went last night not only with roars, but with a general hilarity and pleasure that I have never seen surpassed.’5

Although his third full-length work of fiction, Nicholas Nickleby is much more the inaugural prototype of the Dickensian novel than either Pickwick Papers or Oliver Twist, both works so wholly sui generis as to be unrepeatable. Chesterton goes so far as to claim that Nicholas Nickleby represents the crux of Dickens’s career, the ‘supreme moment’ at which he turned away from the fragmentary sketch and committed himself to the all-linking form of the novel. ‘This book,’ Chesterton declares, ‘coincides with his resolution to be a great novelist and his final belief that he could be one.’6

Nicholas Nickleby is made up, nevertheless, of all manner of different kinds of writing – melodrama, political satire, class comedy, social criticism, domestic farce – while its loose, episodic narrative style allows Dickens to push the story at almost any moment in whatever direction happens to appeal. Its open, haphazard progress harks back to the picaresque traditions of the eighteenth century – particularly Smollett and Fielding – and contrasts absolutely with the nightmarish world of Oliver Twist, which was only half written at the time his manic schedule obliged him to begin work on his new serial. It is revealing that Dickens so arranged his contracts that for six months he was producing novels embodying such different visions of the world simultaneously.

The Nickleby Proclamation’s insistence on the cheerful approach Dickens planned to adopt towards his new material would have consoled any readers dismayed by the rapacious atmosphere of Oliver Twist, that at least in the next novel Dickens would return to the comic modes of his first great triumph. Indeed, Dickens’s agreement with Chapman and Hall, signed in November of 1837, stipulated that the work be ‘of a similar character and of the same extent and contents in point of quantity’ as Pickwick itself.7 However, Dickens also intended to continue the assault on flagrant social injustices that he had begun with Oliver Twist’s exposure of the brutalities of the Poor Law. In his 1848 Preface to the first Cheap Edition of the book, he relates how he first heard about the ‘Yorkshire schools’ during his childhood at Rochester:

I know that my first impressions of them were picked up at that time, and that they were, somehow or other, connected with a suppurated abscess that some boy had come home with, in consequence of his Yorkshire guide, philosopher, and friend, having ripped it open with an inky penknife. The impression made upon me, however made, never left me. I was always curious about them – fell, long afterwards, and at sundry times, into the way of hearing more about them – at last, having an audience, resolved to write about them.

Accordingly, Dickens and his illustrator, Hablot K. Browne, set off for Yorkshire on 30 January 1838 to investigate the conditions and educational methods prevalent in these highly profitable establishments. Although the schools’ fulsomely worded newspaper advertisements promised, for only 20 guineas a year, a wide-ranging, liberal education that paid particular attention to the ‘young gentlemen’s’ morals, most seem to have been barbarically cruel places in which the boys were starved, flogged and taught little or nothing. Inadequate sanitation and overcrowded living conditions allowed diseases to spread as rapidly as in the poorest slums. No doubt some boys were enrolled by credulous parents seduced by the high-flown language of the adverts, but the schools appealed also to those looking for a cheap and convenient way of disposing of unwanted or illegitimate offspring. The chilling statement ‘No Vacations’ invariably figured in their promotional literature.8

Dickens was particularly concerned to visit Bowes Academy – situated, like Dotheboys Hall, at Greta Bridge – whose proprietor, William Shaw, had been prosecuted in 1823 after several boys in his care went blind. The testimony of one of these, William Jones, who was 12 years old at the time of the trial, offers the most immediate insight into the schools’ domestic routines:

The boys washed in a long trough, like what horses drink out of: the biggest boys used to take advantage of the little boys, and get the dry part of the towel. There were two towels a day for the whole school. We had no supper; nothing after tea – we had dry bread, brown, and a drop of water and a drop of milk warmed. The flock of the bed was straw; one sheet and one quilt; four or five boys slept in a bed not very large. My brother and three more slept in my bed; about thirty beds in the room, and a great tub in the middle, full of… The tub used to be flowing all over the room. Every other morning we used to flea the beds. The usher used to cut the quills, and give us them to catch the fleas; and if you did not fill the quill, you caught a good beating. The pot-skimmings were called broth, and we used to have it for tea on Sunday; one of the ushers offered a penny a piece for every maggot, and there was a pot-full gathered: he never gave it them.9

Shaw was convicted and ordered to pay damages, but his academy was still thriving when Dickens visited the region 15 years later. The satire of the young author – whose ‘face’, a friend once noted, ‘used to blaze with indignation at any injustice or cruelty’10 – was to prove more lethal to Shaw’s lucrative pedagogic methods than his court case. By the time Dickens came to write his 1848 Preface to the book, he was able to announce, with both pride and satisfaction, that in the decade that had passed since Nicholas Nickleby had alerted the world to their existence, nearly all the Yorkshire boarding schools had been forced to close down.

The early Dickens’s determination to scourge the social ills that most enraged him is reflected throughout Nicholas Nickleby in the character and progress of its hero.11 Nicholas is the first, and least interesting, of Dickens’s self-projections, an almost generic leading man, whose actions and ideals are rarely complicated by the kinds of anxiety that motivate the development of David Copperfield or Pip. Like them, he is principally concerned with the business of establishing his identity as a gentleman, which is how he defines himself during his confrontation outside the coffee house with Sir Mulberry Hawk, the vicious aristocrat who has been attempting to seduce Kate:

‘You are an errand-boy for aught I know,’ said Sir Mulberry Hawk.

‘I am the son of a country gentleman,’ returned Nicholas, ‘your equal in birth and education, and your superior I trust in everything besides.’

Nicholas is one of Dickens’s most active heroes. The blood is for ever starting to his cheeks, as, ‘flushed with anger’, he challenges any who affront his acutely developed sense of his own worth. In his 1848 Preface, Dickens insists that Nicholas was not always meant to seem ‘blameless or agreeable’, but there is no doubting the visceral relish with which Dickens dramatizes his violent interventions and defiances. His stagey rhetoric is only a prelude to his taking thrilling, decisive action:

Nicholas sprang upon him [Squeers], wrested the weapon from his hand, and, pinning him by the throat, beat the ruffian till he roared for mercy.

Such direct methods serve him less well in his struggles with his Uncle Ralph, who represents a more nebulous evil that Dickens finds more difficult to define and confront. As Nicholas is the first of Dickens’s earnest young heroes, Ralph is the first in a long line of unyielding capitalists who sacrifice all family feeling to their obsession with business. At the book’s opening Dickens presents Ralph as a leading player in the world of stock market speculation, a shrewd operator in the febrile atmosphere of boom and bust that Dickens probably based on the financial mania of the years 1825/26.12 In chapter 2 he helps set up the United Metropolitan Improved Hot Muffin and Crumpet Baking and Punctual Delivery Company, whose very name, Mr Bonney declares, ‘will get the shares up to a premium in ten days’:

‘And when they are at a premium,’ said Mr Ralph Nickleby, smiling.

‘When they are, you know what to do with them as well as any man alive, and how to back quietly out at the right time,’ said Mr Bonney, slapping the capitalist familiarly on the shoulder.

It was in just one of these speculative ventures that his brother (Nicholas’s father) invested and lost his entire capital, and the suggestion of Ralph’s complicity in the destitution of the Nicklebys, though not developed as it might have been in later Dickens, adds an intriguing dimension to the immediate mutual dislike of uncle and nephew.

After meeting his ruined relations, however, Ralph is figured pretty much in terms derived from the age-old convention of the devious, miserly usurer who fiendishly plots the downfall of any who stand in his way. His wars of words with Nicholas are conducted in exactly the brand of high fustian (‘Away! What brings you here – liar – scoundrel – dastard – thief!’) that Dickens so gleefully parodies when describing the melodramas staged by the Crummleses’ theatre troupe. Although Dickens briefly raises the possibility of Ralph’s softening under the influence of his niece, the plot requires him to pursue the role of Nicholas’s unrepentant antagonist to the bitter end. Just before reaching that end, however, he suddenly becomes a vehicle for the free-floating, uncannily observant Dickensian consciousness that registers the world in a manner at once dreamlike and precise. On the way back from the Cheerybles to his ‘last appointment’, he passes a graveyard in which, he remembers, a man who cut his own throat lies buried. Ralph stops, and ‘clasping the iron railings with his hands, looked eagerly in, wondering which might be his grave’. A group of revellers approach, and one of them, ‘a little, weazen, hump-backed man’, begins to dance. Ralph joins in the merriment, and when they leave he resumes ‘his speculation with a new kind of interest’, conjuring up ‘a strong and vivid idea of the man himself, and how he looked, and what had led him to do it, all of which he recalled with ease’. Though the iconography of the scene is far from original, Ralph’s detached, almost impersonal curiosity is compellingly rendered. His obsession with the suicide reminds him how, when a child, he ‘had frequently before him the figure of some goblin he had once seen chalked upon a door’.

That Ralph should come to life in this way only when the storyline no longer needs him is typical of the imaginative economy of Nicholas Nickleby as a whole. Chesterton once observed that ‘Dickens’s characters are perfect as long as he can keep them out of his stories’.13 Of no novel is this truer than Nicholas Nickleby. The opposition of Nicholas and Ralph is too schematic to develop into anything more than a series of increasingly lurid flytings, though one senses beneath it the violent energies of Oedipal strife. It was perhaps as a means of ducking the more radical implications of this conflict that Dickens suddenly decided to award Nicholas not one but two fairy godfathers, and with the arrival on the scene of the Cheerybles – whom Aldous Huxley memorably likened to a couple of ‘gruesome old Peter Pans’14 – the book’s central struggle between the forces of good and evil becomes more simplistic still.

Yet swarming irresponsibly and indifferently in the margins of this stiffly creaking narrative are many of the early Dickens’s most hilarious and ungovernable creations. Mrs Nickleby, Mr Mantalini and the Crummleses and company inspire some of Dickens’s greatest comic writing, and their reckless imaginative powers continually call into question the values propagated in the main story. In addition, the book throws up an astonishing variety of minor characters whom Dickens hits off with insouciant brilliance: Mortimer Knag, Mrs Grudden, Mrs Blockson, Mr Snittle Timberry, the bailiffs Mr Tix and Mr Scaley, Mr Crummles’s performing pony who ‘ate apple-pie at a circus for upwards of fourteen years, fired pistols, and went to bed in a nightcap’, the Curdles, the Wititterlys, Miss Snevellici’s drunken pa, the page Alphonse who ‘if there was an Alphonse who carried plain Bill in his face and figure, that page was the boy’. Mrs Nickleby’s reminiscences generate yet more supernumeraries – the Miss Dowdleses, Miss Browndock, Miss Biffin, the Peltiroguses, Mr Watkins, Miss Cropley, her suitors Lukin, Mogley, Tipslark, Cabbery, and Smifser, the Hawkinses of Taunton Vale… The book seethes with random, disparate anecdotes that elude its facile moral intentions and constantly disrupt its centripetal impetus.

In a review of Dickens’s last novel, Our Mutual Friend, Henry James declared it to be ‘one of the chief conditions of his genius not to see beneath the surface of things’,15 but characters like Mrs Nickleby, or Mrs Gamp in Martin Chuzzlewit, or Flora Finching in Little Dorrit, body forth in their freeflowing monologues a kind of syntax of the subconscious as striking as that of Joyce’s Molly Bloom. Mrs Nickleby, as she herself often notes with pride, sees far ‘beneath the surface of things’; so far, in fact, that she often leaves her listeners dazed and bemused:

‘Kate, my dear,’ said Mrs Nickleby; ‘I don’t know how it is, but a fine warm summer day like this, with the birds singing in every direction, always puts me in mind of roast pig, with sage and onion sauce and made gravy.’

‘That’s a curious association of ideas, is it not, mama?’

‘Upon my word, my dear, I don’t know,’ replied Mrs Nickleby. ‘Roast pig – let me see. On the day five weeks after you were christened, we had a roast – no that couldn’t have been a pig, either, because I recollect there were a pair of them to carve, and your poor papa and I could never have thought of sitting down to two pigs – they must have been partridges. Roast pig! I hardly think we ever could have had one, now I come to remember, for your papa could never bear the sight of them in the shops, and used to say that they always put him in mind of very little babies, only the pigs had much fairer complexions; and he had a horror of little babies, too, because he couldn’t very well afford any increase to his family, and had a natural dislike to the subject. It’s very odd now, what can put that in my head! I recollect dining once at Mrs Bevan’s, in that broad street, round the corner by the coach-maker’s, where the tipsy man fell through the cellar-flap of an empty house nearly a week before quarter-day, and wasn’t found till the new tenant went in – and we had roast pig there. It must be that, I think, that reminds me of it, especially as there was a little bird in the room that would keep on singing all the time of dinner – at least, not a little bird, for it was a parrot, and he didn’t sing exactly, for he talked and swore dreadfully; but I think it must be that. Indeed, I am sure it must. Shouldn’t you say so, my dear?’

Mrs Nickleby’s seamless, sprawling recollections unfold according to a mysterious but irresistible inner logic that defies all interruptions and contradictions. Although she is presented as a supreme solipsist, it is the world’s arbitrary abundance that galvanizes her compulsive curiosity. ‘The outstanding, unmistakable mark of Dickens’s writing is the unnecessary detail’,16 observed George Orwell, and the wonderfully redundant particulars that characterize Mrs Nickleby’s speech reveal at its least inhibited this talent for excess. Unimpressed by Nicholas’s rescue of Madeline from the clutches of old Arthur Gride, she adduces the example of one Jane Dibabs, who happily married a man much her senior and lived in a thatched cottage ‘with an exquisite little porch with twining honeysuckles and all sorts of things, where the earwigs used to fall into one’s tea on a summer evening, and always fell upon their backs and kicked dreadfully, and where the frogs used to get into the rushlight shades when one stopped all night, and sit up and look through the little holes like Christians’. She leaps into a discussion of Shakespeare at the opera by recalling a trip she made to Stratford in a post-chaise:

‘Was it a post-chaise though!’ said Mrs Nickleby, considering; ‘yes, it must have been a post-chaise, because I recollect remarking at the time that the driver had a green shade over his left eye; – in a post-chaise from Birmingham, and after we had seen Shakespeare’s tomb and birth-place, we went back to the inn there, where we slept that night, and I recollect that all night long I dreamt of nothing but a black gentleman, at full length, in plaster-of-Paris, with a lay down collar tied with two tassels, leaning against a post and thinking; and when I woke in the morning and described him to Mr Nickleby, he said it was Shakespeare just as he had been when he was alive, which was very curious indeed.’

Mrs Nickleby’s streams of anecdote emerge from a teeming inner life incapable of formulating itself in terms of the established hierarchies of experience. Her inconsecutive reasoning fractures each incident into a multitude of arresting details – the drowning earwigs, the driver’s green eye-patch, the dream Shakespeare’s ‘lay down collar tied with two tassels’ – that overwhelm whatever point she may be attempting to make. Yet her greatest speeches seem also charged with a sublimely unselfconscious power to amalgamate the fundamental imperatives of existence that are kept, in other parts of the narrative, so strictly separate from each other: food, sex, birth, death, class and financial insecurities are all inextricably bound up together in her discourse on roast pig inspired by the warm summer day. Her reflections on her haunting dream of Shakespeare’s corpse-like effigy – which occurred while she was pregnant with Nicholas – again oppose life and death in a single involute: ‘In fact, it was quite a mercy, ma’am,’ she tells Mrs Wititterly, ‘that my son didn’t turn out to be a Shakespeare, and what a dreadful thing that would have been!’

Mrs Nickleby’s self-delighting digressions are much resented by Nicholas, and patiently endured by Kate. For both, she is the source of acute social embarrassment. Further, her impervious, consummately adaptive egotism blinds her to the danger posed to her daughter by Sir Mulberry Hawk, and aligns her with the other bad parent figures of the novel: Mr Bray, Mr Snawley, Ralph Nickleby, the Squeerses (‘You will have a father in me, my dear, and a mother in Mrs Squeers,’ the schoolmaster is fond of declaring loudly in public to prospective pupils when on his recruitment drives) and, of course, all the heartless maternal aunts and step-mothers who pack off surplus sons or wards to Dotheboys Hall. In a related manner, Sir Mulberry Hawk and Arthur Gride are both dedicated to defrauding the defenceless young, while Mrs Wititterly and Miss Knag exploit Kate as a mere foil for their own vanity.

Exuberant animosity towards these selfishly scheming members of the older generation drives much of the book’s plot, but Mrs Nickleby is never quite subsumed within this overarching pattern of conflict. Though briefly entangled in Sir Mulberry’s machinations, for the most part she manages to remain outside the book’s narrative, and her brilliantly individualistic responses to her son’s feats of knight-errantry offer a welcome respite from the pathos and sentiment that gush from such episodes. Introduced to Smike, she at once dissolves into tears:

‘What is the matter?’ exclaimed Nicholas, running to support her.

‘It’s so like Pyke,’ cried Mrs Nickleby; ‘so exactly like Pyke, that’s all. Oh!, don’t speak to me – I shall be better presently.’

Dinner over, she rallies and politely asks the ‘unfortunate outcast’, as Nicholas dubs him, whether he happened ‘ever to have dined with the Grimbles of Grimble Hall, somewhere in the North Riding… A very proud man, Sir Thomas Grimble, with six grown-up and most lovely daughters, and the finest park in the county.’

The unruly, dizzying energies of Mrs Nickleby’s imagination find an analogue, moreover, in the novel’s presentation of city life. The London of Nicholas Nickleby is experienced as a bewildering, fragmentary jumble, a chaos of diversely obsessive activity that defies interpretation, or even definition. Certainly this is how it appears to Nicholas and Smike on their arrival from Portsmouth at the beginning of chapter 32:

Streams of people apparently without end poured on and on, jostling each other in the crowd and hurrying forward, scarcely seeming to notice the riches that surrounded them on every side; while vehicles of all shapes and makes, mingled up together in one moving mass like running water, lent their ceaseless roar to swell the noise and tumult.

The city lacks, like Mrs Nickleby’s discourse, a coherent point or centre, but shares her capacity for ceaseless flow and constantly surprising detail. Whereas the London of Dickens’s later novels tends to be given focus by a single institution – such as Chancery or the Marshalsea – whose narrative or symbolic significance connects all strata of society, in Nicholas Nickleby Dickens evokes a more random, atomized vision of urban living; despite the ‘giant currents of life’17 circulating through its major thoroughfares, the book’s principal locations are oddly disjunct and self-contained, observed with the sketchwriter’s eye for peculiarities rather than the novelist’s concern for overall patterns of meaning.

Golden Square, for instance, where Ralph lives, ‘is not exactly in anybody’s way to or from anywhere’. It is haunted by ‘dark-complexioned man who wear large rings, and heavy watch-guards and bushy whiskers’, while musical types inhabit its boarding houses: the notes of their ‘pianos and harps float in the evening time around the head of the mournful statue, the guardian genius of a little wilderness of shrubs, in the centre of the square’. It is suggested that this marginal, inward-looking district, populated by motley transients, is chosen by Ralph because it enables him to disguise the nefarious nature of his business dealings. However, the Cheerybles, the very souls of candour, operate out of an equally remote backwater, ‘a quiet, little-frequented, retired spot, favourable to melancholy and contemplation, and appointments of long waiting’. Dickens even imagines a hypothetical Appointed who saunters round the square ‘idly by the hour together,

wakening the echoes with the monotonous sound of his footsteps on the smooth worn stones, and counting first the windows and then the very bricks of the tall silent houses that hem him round about’. On both sides, power is recessed, difficult to approach or even identify. In chapter 16, Nicholas wanders the streets of London in search of some means of entering the worlds of work and authority. However, the only institution that might assist him, the somnolent ‘General Agency Office’, is a parody of the virtues of industry and intelligence he hopes to market, as is the job of secretary offered him by Mr Gregsbury, MP, which involves doing all the Member’s work for a derisory fifteen shillings a week.

Only his chance encounter with Mr Cheeryble allows Nicholas to escape the precarious, hand-to-mouth existence common among Londoners in the book, the poorest of whom Dickens compares at one point to ill-plumed city fowls who ‘hop from stone to stone in search of some hidden eatable in the mud, and can scarcely raise a crow among them’. On his return from Yorkshire, Nicholas rents for himself and Smike a small back room in the Kenwigses’ house, ‘reclaimed from the leads, and overlooking a soot-bespeckled prospect of tiles and chimney-pots’; he hires furniture from a neighbouring broker, and pays the first week’s instalments ‘out of a small fund raised by the conversion of some spare clothes into ready money’. Such ‘conversions’ figure prominently in the vertiginous affairs of those attempting to live by their wits in the city. Mr Mantalini’s original name is Muntle, ‘but it had been converted, by an easy transition, into Mantalini: the lady rightly considering that an English appellation would be of serious injury to the business’. Later, Mantalini visits Ralph in the hope the money-lender will purchase at discount some credit notes purloined from his wife. Asked by Newman Noggs if the matter is urgent, he insists that it is ‘most demnebly particular. It is to melt some scraps of dirty paper into bright, shining, chinking, tinkling, demd mint sauce.’

Mr Mantalini’s startling conceits might be said to perform a similarly magical kind of conversion, deftly transforming his ruinous behaviour into irresistibly exotic figures of speech that bedazzle his doting wife. ‘Why will it vex itself, and twist its little face into bewitching nutcrackers?’ he pleads, the bailiffs on the threshold. ‘Will she call me, “Sir”!’ he exclaims when she surprises him at Ralph’s. ‘She, who coils her fascinations round me like a pure and angelic rattle-snake!’ These paradoxical endearments – both soothing and inimical, outlandish and pertinent – brilliantly disarm the urge towards moral judgement. His ability to survive depends upon this ability to translate all the disagreeables consequent upon his extravagance into the topsy-turvy world of Mantalini-ese. His suicide threats are particularly

bewildering feats of imagination, word-paintings so vivid Madame Mantalini’s resolve immediately deserts her:

‘I will fill my pockets with change for a sovereign in half-pence, and drown myself in the Thames; but I will not be angry with her even then, for I will put a note in the twopenny-post as I go along, to tell her where the body is. She will be a lovely widow. I shall be a body. Some handsome women will cry; she will laugh demnebly.’

‘Alfred, you cruel, cruel creature,’ said Madame Mantalini, sobbing at the dreadful picture.

‘She calls me cruel – me – me – who for her sake will become a demd damp, moist, unpleasant body!’ exclaimed Mr Mantalini.

Like Mrs Nickleby’s recollections, such flights of fancy display a self-sustaining, anarchic inventiveness, but also convey with hilarious accuracy the bizarre textures and incongruities of the physical world – that ‘demd damp, moist, unpleasant body’, for instance. Momentarily Mantalini even makes Ralph seem physically present and distinctive: on hearing it was Nicholas who attacked Sir Mulberry, the money-lender flies into a stock villainous rage, snarling and ‘clenching his fists and turning a livid white’. ‘It is but manner,’ he weakly apologizes. ‘It is a demd uncomfortable and private-madhouse-sort of manner,’ retorts the affrighted dandy.

When her husband’s prodigal habits reduce Madame Mantalini to an ‘out-and-out smash’, the bailiff Mr Scaley comforts her with the reflection that ‘a good half of wot’s here isn’t paid for I des-say, and wot a consolation oughtn’t that to be to her feelings’, before taking up temporary ‘possession’ of the millinery. Until the Cheerybles begin loading the Nickleby family down with the all too solid emblems of bourgeois bliss (‘One day it was a grapevine, and another day it was a boiler… and so on through a hundred items’), they too live in a world of temporary ‘possession’, able only to look forward to a shared home in the future, or lament, as Mrs Nickleby does so fondly and accurately to an impatient Ralph, the loss of all they owned – ‘four-and-twenty silver tea spoons, brother-in-law, two gravies, four salts, all the amethysts – necklace, brooch, and ear-rings – all made away with at the same time’.

Yet the book’s intoxicating atmosphere of romance and freedom – ‘a carnival of liberty’,18 as Chesterton called it – derives wholly from the financial and social insecurities attendant upon the family’s impoverishment. The novel communicates – at least until the arrival of the Cheerybles – a gloriously ardent sense of possibility and adventure; its successive episodes unfold almost without reference to each other, hired by the narrative in just the provisional spirit in which Nicholas rents his few common articles of furniture. Dickens once commented on ‘the wayward and unsettled feeling which is part (I suppose) of the tenure on which one holds an imaginative life’,19 and the remark seems particularly relevant to Nicholas Nickleby, in which vitality and instability are so interlinked: once the Nicklebys are respectably settled in their cosy Bow Street cottage, the plot’s trajectory becomes depressingly predictable, and the writing loses much of its zest.

The most sustained alternative that the book offers to the ideals of gentility and domestic harmony enshrined in the cottage is the protean world of the Crummleses’ theatre company, to which Nicholas briefly considers returning just before he runs into Charles Cheeryble. However, the profession’s low status, erratic rewards and peripatetic lifestyle dissuade him:20

How could he carry his sister from town to town, and place to place, and debar her from any other associates than those with whom he would be compelled, almost without distinction, to mingle? ‘It won’t do,’ said Nicholas shaking his head; ‘I must try something else.’

Dickens was obsessed with all things theatrical throughout his life, and in 1832 actually arranged an audition for himself with the manager of Covent Garden theatre, cancelling at the last moment on account of a heavy cold and swollen face. He claims to have attended a show of some sort – anything from pantomime to tragedy – every night for about three years during his early adulthood, and in later life became a fervently enthusiastic amateur performer. Theatrical motifs and methods permeate practically all Dickens’s fiction, but the Crummles episodes constitute one of his most direct and extended treatments of the life of professional artistes. The book is even dedicated to an actor, the tragedian William Charles Macready, to whom Dickens was introduced by Forster in June 1837 in Macready’s dressing room at Covent Garden.

Nicholas and Smike meet Crummles and sons in best picaresque fashion, at a roadside inn 12 miles short of Portsmouth, where the company has repaired ‘not for the regular season, but in the course of a wandering speculation’. Nicholas is preparing – like any number of novelistic heroes before him – to seek his fortunes at sea, but the theatre in fact provides a more thoroughgoing escape from all that is ‘regular’ than the standard journey abroad. Nicholas is not confronted as, say, Swift’s Gulliver or Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe are, by an exoticism that makes him question his own humanity. Rather, he is asked to collude in a childishly simple set of codes, which require, for instance, that the Indian Savage (Mr Folair) indicate his admiration for the Maiden (the Phenomenon), by stroking ‘his face several times with his right thumb and four fingers’ and then giving himself a series of ‘severe thumps in the chest’.

Part of Dickens’s delight in the theatre’s conventions springs from the ease with which they allow an individual to lay aside a given identity and assume another. Looking around backstage just before the Highland drama commences, Nicholas is amazed to discover everyone ‘so much changed that he scarcely knew them. False hair, false colour, false calves, false muscles – they had become different beings.’ Even Smike, presented up to this point wholly through Nicholas’s relentlessly pitying eyes, is able to slough off for a while his poor fool role and expand in unforeseen directions. While Nicholas is busy Englishing a French melodrama, Smike is required to appear on stage ‘with another gentleman as a general rebellion’. As the mysterious Mr Digby, he attracts curious attention rather than stifling compassion, and his oddities equip him perfectly for the ‘starved business’ – roles such as the Apothecary in Romeo and Juliet. ‘He is admirable,’ declares Mrs Crummles solemnly. ‘An acquisition, indeed!’

The acceptance of Smike by the troupe reflects its willingness to tolerate, indeed celebrate, all forms of eccentricity. Mr Crummles recalls how he fell in love at first sight with his gifted partner:

‘She stood upon her head on the butt-end of a spear, surrounded by blazing fire-works.’

‘You astonish me!’ said Nicholas.

‘She astonished me!’ returned Mr Crummles with a very serious countenance. ‘Such grace, coupled with such dignity! I adored her from that moment.’

The actors so enjoy the self-display performing allows them that they continually behave as if in-character even when off-stage. ‘What, ho! within there!’ booms the tragedian Mr Lenville, come to pay a social call on Nicholas and Smike. ‘Farewell, my noble, my lion-hearted boy!’ intones Crummles at Nicholas’s departure, embracing him in the highest style of melodrama, much ‘to that young gentleman’s most profound annoyance’. The actors, however, can switch from role to role without embarrassment. Angered by Nicholas’s meteoric rise to success, Lenville confronts the upstart in the style of a defiant tyrant (‘Object of my scorn and hatred! I hold ye in contempt’), but when the new leading man unimaginatively knocks him down, he at once adopts a different character, movingly yielding to his pregnant wife who threatens to sprawl, ‘a blighted corse’, at his feet: ‘The ties of nature are strong. The weak husband and the father – the father that is yet to be – relents.’

While the performers surf upon the clichés of early nineteenth-century melodrama, Nicholas – sheltering behind the pseudonym of Mr Johnson – attempts to figure his sojourn among them in slightly more noble dramatic terms, lamenting, Prince Hal-style, the time he has spent ‘fooling’ in their frivolous world. Yet, in many ways, the decision to embroil Nicholas directly in the production of populist theatre is one of the most significant moments, not only in the book, but in Dickens’s entire career: the jubilant parody of the Crummles episodes coincides with his developing awareness of how the layered interconnections of melodrama may be adapted into the form of the novel, and used to represent the complex social relationships of contemporary society in a manner beyond the linear narrative of the picaresque. Although the serious melodrama of Nicholas Nickleby is far from convincing, the experiment leads in the end to the sweeping, multiple dependencies enacted in Bleak House or Little Dorrit. Nicholas works diligently away at his piece, which, Crummles insists, must not only ‘bring out the whole strength of the company’, but also include ‘a real pump and two washing-tubs’; when staged, it is as rapturously received as Dickens’s own early literary performances, with ‘such a shout of enthusiasm, as had not been heard in those walls for many and many a day’.

Such triumphs, however, mean little to Nicholas, concerned as he is with issues of social status rather than artistic success. Whereas the concluding chapters of David Copperfield reveal how the two are linked in the hero’s career, in the earlier novel Nicholas’s achievements as an actor-writer and his aspirations to gentility are presented in decisive mutual opposition. During the period of the book’s composition Dickens was himself rapidly ascending the social scale – in June 1838, for instance, he was elected a member of the prestigious Athenaeum Club – and was eager on all occasions to defend the dignity of his profession. He even has Nicholas do so in conversation with the ‘literary gentleman’, that is, the hack plagiarist who has dramatized ‘two hundred and forty-seven novels as fast as they had come out – some of them faster than they had come out – and was a literary gentleman in consequence’: his type, Nicholas complains, ‘vamp up ideas not yet worked out by their original projector, but which have doubtless cost him many thoughtful days and sleepless nights’. In addition, the first volume publication of the book used for its frontispiece an engraving of Daniel Maclise’s so-called ‘Nickleby portrait’, which heroically depicts the 27-year-old author gazing out of the window of his study; both hands are radiantly illuminated, one poised mid-air, the other resting lightly on a sheaf of papers on his desk.

‘We were a very happy little company,’ reflects Crummles to Nicholas when they meet again in London, on the eve of the impresario’s departure for the New World. The Crummleses’ banishment from the narrative is in accordance with the overall drive of the book’s last third towards a rather dispiriting normality. In contrast to the theatre troupe, which cherished its members’ differences, the household established by Nicholas and Kate under the aegis of the Cheerybles seems to prize only convention and conformity; brother and sister exhibit little patience for the mad gentleman in smallclothes who woos Mrs Nickleby – or so she thinks – by hurling vegetables over the garden wall, while the sympathy they lavish on Smike simply exacerbates his sense of his own deficiencies.21 The ‘poor fellow’, the ‘devoted creature’, survives the ill-treatment of Squeers and the vicissitudes of life on the road, only to succumb to the compassion of his middle-class protectors. Smike is not a visionary in the manner of later Dickensian grotesques such as Barnaby Rudge or Jenny Wren, but he sees pretty clearly the fate awaiting him in the Nickleby ‘home’:

‘Home!’ faltered Smike, drawing timidly back… ‘In the churchyard we are all alike, but here there are none like me. I am a poor creature, but I know that well.’

The languishing demise he suffers seems determined much more by his understanding of his unfitness for middle-class society than by the romantic causes put forward by the narrative – consumption, vaguely related to an impossible love for Kate.

Most of the novel’s other freaks, fools and charlatans are similarly neutralized as the story approaches its conclusion: the joint-cracking, bifocal Newman Noggs is recuperated from his ‘numerous peculiarities’ and alcoholic degradation into the class from which he fell, ending up a ‘quiet harmless gentleman’; the sublimely idiotic Lord Verisopht improbably metamorphoses into a noble defender of Kate’s honour;22 Mr Mantalini is sentenced to grind away at a mangle under the beady eye of a termagant laundress, while Squeers and Peg Sliderskew are both transported; and – a betrayal spectacular even by Dickens’s high standards – Mrs Nickleby herself is denatured when face to face with Charles Cheeryble, his kindness ‘so operating upon the good lady’s feelings, that the usual current of her speech was confined within very narrow and circumscribed limits’.

This outlawing of the aberrant seems a symptom of the book’s overall unease with problems of class. Though for much of the time Nicholas embodies the energies of radicalism, confident in his right to challenge social injustice, political inertia and a dissolute, exploitative aristocracy, his ultimate aim – and achievement – is the recovery of his ancestral position in the traditional hierarchy. On becoming a ‘rich and prosperous merchant’, he buys back his father’s estate and attempts to preserve it against the very forces of history he himself earlier represented: the house is enlarged as his family grows, ‘but nothing with which there was any association of bygone days was ever removed or changed’.23

This warmly glowing tableau of security and rootedness is offered at the end of a novel pervaded by Dickens’s awareness of class instability: linking families as disparate as the Kenwigses, the Wititterlys, the Squeerses, the Brays and the Nicklebys themselves is a consciousness of how, as in a game of snakes-and-ladders, one may at any moment rise or fall through the social ranks. ‘The coat of arms of the Squeerses is tore, and their sun is gone down into the ocean wave!’ grieves the disgraced schoolmaster in his cell, echoing the phrase with which the novelist’s father commemorated his incarceration in the Marshalsea some 15 years previously: John Dickens’s last words to the 12-year-old Charles before entering the debtors’ prison, Forster records, were ‘to the effect that the sun was set upon him forever’.24

The Nicklebys’ social and financial uncertainties are comically echoed in the pretensions to gentility that animate the Kenwigses and Fanny Squeers, and with surprising force in Dickens’s portrayal of Walter Bray. Though obviously not as complex or ambivalently presented as William Dorrit – Dickens’s most resonant version of the selfish debtor – Walter Bray’s feverish efforts to maintain his gentlemanly status within the Rules of the King’s Bench Prison reveal Dickens’s early interest in the internal divisions that make a character at once pitiable and ruthless, helpless and frighteningly possessive. Like Dorrit, Bray is prepared to barter his daughter in marriage to protect his interests, but not to acknowledge a fact so wounding to his self-esteem: ‘I couldn’t do anything better for her than advise her to accept these proposals, could I? Now, I ask you, Nickleby, as a man of the world – could I?’ Bray’s tortuous self-persuasions are abruptly cut short by the exigencies of the plot, but look forward to some of the later Dickens’s subtlest effects.

In general, however, the Dickens of Nicholas Nickleby is not much driven to analytical probing of the motivations and inner conflicts of his characters, who appeal – or not – on the most primary terms. In this, his approach resembles that of the first-tragedy man fondly remembered by Crummles, ‘who, when he played Othello, used to black himself all over. But that’s feeling a part and going into it as if you meant it; it isn’t usual – more’s the pity.’

The book’s unwillingness to explore, or even pause over, its own contradictions is offset, on the other hand, by the delirious fertility of its comic invention. Its most memorable characters may not develop, but Dickens is for ever finding fresh ways to express different facets of their essential being, new situations to which they vigorously respond: ‘I never thrashed a boy in a hackney-coach before,’ declares Squeers, exhausted by his assault on the recaptured Smike. ‘There’s inconveniency in it, but the novelty gives it a sort of relish too!’ Or, who would have guessed the pompous water-rate collector, Mr Lillyvick, might rise to describe Henrietta Petowker’s performance on the Portsmouth stage in a manner at once so characteristic and yet lyrical:‘ “I say delicious,” repeated Mr Lillyvick. “Absorbing, fairy-like, toomultuous” ’?

Nevertheless, Nicholas Nickleby has not fared particularly well with the critics over the years. George Gissing considered much of it ‘unreadable by any but the very young’.25 Nor has its reputation among Dickens scholars ever quite matched its general popularity, especially when adapted for the theatre, to which it obviously lends itself (in Dickens Dramatized, Philip Bolton identifies over 250 productions of stage versions of the novel).26 Certainly it lacks both the emotional and intellectual range of Dickens’s later works, and the troubling kinds of self-awareness they shadow forth, but this is at least in part because Nicholas Nickleby so often succeeds in transfiguring Dickens’s major anxieties into the wildest, most exhilarating forms of comedy.

NOTES

1. For the full text of the Nickleby ‘Proclamation’, see Appendix 1.

2. For further details of these plagiarisms, see Michael Slater, The Composition and Monthly Publication of Nicholas Nickleby (London: Scolar Press, 1973), pp. xxvi – xxviii, and Louis James, Fiction for the Working Man 1830 – 1850 (London: Oxford University Press, 1963), pp. 63 – 4.

3. The first stage version of Nicholas Nickleby was performed on 19 November 1838 at the Adelphi Theatre in London. This adaptation by Edward Stirling was based on the first six numbers, and produced by Frederick Yates, who himself played the part of Mr Mantalini. Dickens seems to have enjoyed the production, and even supported the play’s publication. For further details of this and subsequent contemporary productions, see Slater, pp. xliii ff. and Philip H. Bolton, Dickens Dramatized (London: Mansell, 1987), pp. 154 – 86.

4.  See Paul Schlicke, Dickens and Popular Entertainment (London: Allen and Unwin, 1985; with alterations, 1988), pp. 33 – 86.

5. Letters of Charles Dickens (London: The Nonesuch Edition, 1938), vol. iii, p. 246.

6. Chesterton on Dickens (London: J. M. Dent, 1992; first published 1911) p. 31.

7. The agreement between Dickens and Chapman and Hall is reproduced in full in Appendix C of Volume One (1820 – 1839) of the Pilgrim Edition of the Letters of Charles Dickens, ed. Madeline House, Graham Storey, etal. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965 – ) pp. 658 – 62.

8. For further details, see Philip Collins, Dickens and Education (London: Macmillan, 1963, reprinted with alterations 1965), pp. 98 – 112, Slater, pp. ix – xxvi, and V. C. Clinton-Baddeley, ‘Benevolent Teachers of Youth’, CornhillMagazine, 169 (1957), pp. 361 – 82.

9. The Times, 31 October 1823.

10. ‘Recollections of the Late Hon. Mrs Watson’ in F. G. Kitton’s Charles Dickens by Pen and Pencil (London: Frank T. Sabin/John F. Dexter, 1890), p. 145.

11. For further discussion of Nicholas, see Beth F. Herst, The Dickens Hero (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1990), pp. 9 – 24, and Michael Cotsell, ‘Nicholas Nickleby: Dickens’s First Young Man’, Dickens Quarterly, vol. 5, no. 3, September 1988, pp. 118 – 27

12. See Norman Russell, ‘Nicholas Nickleby and the Commercial Crisis of 1825’, Dickensian, 77 (1981), pp. 144 – 50, and his The Novelist and Mammon: Literary Responses to the World of Commerce in the Nineteenth Century (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986).

13. Charles Dickens (London: Burns & Oates, 1975; first published 1906), p. 106.

14. ‘The Vulgarity of Little Nell’ (1930), reprinted in The Dickens Critics, ed. George H. Ford and Lauriat Lane, Jr (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1961) p. 153.

15. ‘The Limitations of Dickens’ (1865), reprinted in Ford and Lane, p. 52. For further discussion of Mrs Nickleby see Michael Slater, ‘Appreciating Mrs Nickleby’, Dickensian, 71 (1975), pp. 136 – 9; Margaret Ganz, Humor, Irony, and the Realm of Madness (New York: AMS Press, 1990), pp. 65 – 99; and Patricia Ingham, Dickens, Women and Language (Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1992).

16. ‘Charles Dickens’ (1940), reprinted in Ford and Lauriat, p. 159.

17. For a full discussion of the importance of Dickens’s images of circulation, see David Trotter, Circulation: Defoe, Dickens and the Economies of the Novel (London: Macmillan, 1988) and his ‘Dickens’s Idle Men’ in Dickens Refigured, ed. John Schad (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1996).

18. Charles Dickens p. 10. Chesterton goes on to declare that ‘there is more of the real spirit of the French Revolution in Nicholas Nickleby than in The Tale of Two Cities’.

19. Quoted by John Bayley in The Uses of Division: Unity and Disharmony in Literature (London: Chatto & Windus, 1976), p. 90.

20. For a full discussion of the status of actors in the late 1830s, see Schlicke’s Dickens and Popular Entertainment.

21. For further discussion of Smike’s relationship to bourgeois society, see Natalie McKnight, Idiots, Madmen, and Other Prisoners in Dickens (New York: St Martin’s Press, 1993), pp. 69 – 80.

22. Dickens obviously came to feel the lord’s satirical second name made this development hard to take seriously; when he came to revise the novel for the Charles Dickens Edition of 1867, he substituted ‘Lord Frederick’ for ‘Lord Verisopht’ on a regular basis from chapter 26 onwards.

23. For further discussion of this aspect of the novel, see Robin Gilmour, ‘Between Two Worlds: Aristocracy and Gentility in Nicholas Nickleby’, Dickens Quarterly, vol. 5, no. 3 (1988), pp. 110 – 18, and his The Idea of the Gentleman in the Victorian Novel (London: Allen and Unwin, 1981).

24. John Forster, The Life of Charles Dickens (London: J. M. Dent, 1969; first published 1872 – 4), p. 16.

25. Charles Dickens (London: Blackie & Son, 1898), p. 47.

26. Bolton, p. 154. The most recent of these was by David Edgar for the Royal Shakespeare Company. See Leon Rubin, The Nicholas Nickleby Story (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1981), and David Edgar, ‘Adapting Nickleby’, Dickensian, 79 (1983), pp.21—30.

A NOTE ON THE TEXT

Nicholas Nickleby was first published in twenty parts over a period of nineteen months, from 31 March 1838 to 30 September 1839. The last number was a double one costing twice as much (two shillings rather than one shilling), and included parts 19 and 20, the frontispiece, preface, title page and a table of contents. The full title used on the cover of each serial instalment was The Life and Adventures of Nicholas Nickleby Containing a Faithful Account of the Fortunes, Misfortunes, Uprisings, Downfallings, and Complete Career of the Nickleby Family.1

The first volume edition of the novel was published in October 1839; this corrected a few printer’s errors, but was otherwise identical with the text of the serial. Dickens revised the novel twice: for the 1848 Cheap Edition of his works – for which he wrote a new Preface; and for the 1867 Charles Dickens Edition.

The vast majority of changes Dickens made in 1848. These revisions consist mainly of cuts of some of the original’s more melodramatic flourishes. ‘ “Beaten at every point!” muttered Ralph, gnawing at his fingers’ becomes, in 1848, ‘ “Beaten at every point!” muttered Ralph’‘ “Let me go!” cried Sir Mulberry, gnashing his teeth’ becomes, ‘ “Let me go!” cried Sir Mulberry’. In 1839 Ralph regards Nicholas ‘with a scowl of deadly hatred’, whereas in 1848 and 1867, it is merely ‘with a scowl’. ‘ “… black and blue,” urged Gride, writhing with pain’ (1839) becomes ‘ “… black and blue,” urged Gride’ (1848, 1867). In addition, Dickens removed a number of intensifying adjectives (‘this heartless scheme’ (1839), ‘this scheme’ (1848, 1867); ‘insolence and the coarsest pride’ (1839), ‘insolence and pride’ (1848, 1867)) and adverbs (‘turned contemptuously away’ (1839), ‘turned away’ (1848, 1867); ‘he muttered doggedly’ (1839), ‘he muttered’ (1848, 1867)). He also regularly substituted the less explosive term ‘Heaven’ for ‘God’. Punctuation was generally tightened, and the characters’ use of Yorkshire and Cockney dialect standardized. Dickens also made explicit the identity of the laundress for whom Mr Mantalini works (see note 2, chapter 64), probably in response to letters from puzzled readers.

The 1848 Cheap Edition was hardly revised at all for the Charles Dickens Edition of 1867. Dickens’s most notable alteration here was the substitution from chapter 26 onwards of‘Lord Frederick’ for ‘Lord Verisopht’: Dickens had obviously come to feel the lord’s satirical second name impeded the reader’s belief in the character change he undergoes. As throughout the Charles Dickens Edition, Dickens added running titles to each right-hand page, and these are reproduced in appendix 2.

The text presented here is that of the 1839 edition, which has been collated with the texts of the two later editions. All significant textual variants are listed in appendix 3. It incorporates the improved punctuation and standardized dialects of the 1848 edition, and spelling has been modernized throughout.

The divisions of the original instalments are indicated by asterisks at the close of the final chapter of each monthly part, and by Roman numerals before the title of each chapter that begins a new instalment.

NOTES

1. A facsimile of the original monthly parts, including most of the adverts placed in ‘The Nickleby Advertiser’, is available from Scolar Press (London: 1973).
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PREFACE TO THE ORIGINAL EDITION, 1839

It has afforded the Author great amusement and satisfaction, during the progress of this work, to learn from country friends and from a variety of ludicrous statements concerning himself in provincial newspapers, that more than one Yorkshire schoolmaster lays claim to being the original of Mr Squeers. One worthy, he has reason to believe, has actually consulted authorities learned in the law, as to his having good grounds on which to rest an action for libel; another has meditated a journey to London, for the express purpose of committing an assault and battery upon his traducer; a third perfectly remembers being waited on last January twelve-month by two gentlemen, one of whom held him in conversation while the other took his likeness; and, although Mr Squeers has but one eye, and he has two, and the published sketch does not resemble him1 (whoever he may be) in any other respect, still he and all his friends and neighbours know at once for whom it is meant, because – the character is so like him.

While the Author cannot but feel the full force of the compliment thus conveyed to him, he ventures to suggest that these contentions may arise from the fact, that Mr Squeers is the representative of a class, and not of an individual. Where imposture, ignorance, and brutal cupidity, are the stock in trade of a small body of men, and one is described by these characteristics, all his fellows will recognise something belonging to themselves, and each will have a misgiving that the portrait is his own.

To this general description, as to most others, there may be some exceptions; and although the Author neither saw nor heard of any in the course of an excursion which he made into Yorkshire, before he commenced these adventures, or before or since, it affords him much more pleasure to assume their existence than to doubt it. He has dwelt thus long upon this point, because his object in calling public attention to the system would be very imperfectly fulfilled, if he did not state now in his own person, emphatically and earnestly, that Mr Squeers and his school are faint and feeble pictures of an existing reality, purposely subdued and kept down lest they should be deemed impossible – that there are upon record trials at law2 in which damages have been sought as a poor recompense for lasting agonies and disfigurements inflicted upon children by the treatment of the master in these places, involving such offensive and foul details of neglect, cruelty, and disease, as no writer of fiction would have the boldness to imagine – and that, since he has been engaged upon these Adventures, he has received from private quarters far beyond the reach of suspicion or distrust, accounts of atrocities, in the perpetration of which upon neglected or repudiated children these schools have been the main instruments, very far exceeding any that appear in these pages.

To turn to a more pleasant subject, it may be right to say, that there are two characters in this book which are drawn from life. It is remarkable that what we call the world, which is so very credulous in what professes to be true, is most incredulous in what professes to be imaginary; and that while every day in real life it will allow in one man no blemishes, and in another no virtues, it will seldom admit a very strongly-marked character, either good or bad, in a fictitious narrative, to be within the limits of probability. For this reason, they have been very slightly and imperfectly sketched. Those who take an interest in this tale will be glad to learn that the BROTHERS CHEERYBLE live;3 that their liberal charity, their singleness of heart, their noble nature, and their unbounded benevolence, are no creations of the Author’s brain; but are prompting every day (and oftenest by stealth) some munificent and generous deed in that town of which they are the pride and honour.

It only now remains for the writer of these passages, with that feeling of regret with which we leave almost any pursuit that has for a long time occupied us and engaged our thoughts, and which is naturally augmented in such a case as this, when that pursuit has been surrounded by all that could animate and cheer him on, – it only now remains for him, before abandoning his task, to bid his readers farewell.

‘The author of a periodical performance,’ says Mackenzie,4 ‘has indeed a claim to the attention and regard of his readers, more interesting than that of any other writer. Other writers submit their sentiments to their readers, with the reserve and circumspection of him who has had time to prepare for a public appearance. He who has followed Horace’s rule, of keeping his book nine years in his study, must have withdrawn many an idea which in the warmth of composition he had conceived, and altered many an expression which in the hurry of writing he had set down. But the periodical essayist commits to his readers the feelings of the day, in the language which those feelings have prompted. As he has delivered himself with the freedom of intimacy and the cordiality of friendship, he will naturally look for the indulgence which those relations may claim; and when he bids his readers adieu, will hope, as well as feel, the regrets of an acquaintance, and the tenderness of a friend.’

With such feelings and such hopes the periodical essayist, the Author of these pages, now lays them before his readers in a completed form, flattering himself, like the writer just quoted, that on the first of next month5 they may miss his company at the accustomed time as something which used to be expected with pleasure; and think of the papers which on that day of so many past months they have read, as the correspondence of one who wished their happiness, and contributed to their amusement.

PREFACE TO THE FIRST CHEAP EDITION, 1848

This story was begun within a few months after the publication of the completed Pickwick Papers. There were, then, a good many cheap Yorkshire schools in existence. There are very few now.1

Of the monstrous neglect of education in England, and the disregard of it by the State as a means of forming good or bad citizens, and miserable or happy men, this class of schools long afforded a notable example. Although any man who had proved his unfitness for any other occupation in life, was free, without examination or qualification, to open a school anywhere; although preparation for the functions he undertook, was required in the surgeon who assisted to bring a boy into the world, or might one day assist perhaps, to send him out of it, – in the chemist, the attorney, the butcher, the baker, the candle-stick maker, – the whole round of crafts and trades, the schoolmaster excepted; and although schoolmasters, as a race, were the blockheads and impostors that might naturally be expected to arise from such a state of things, and to flourish in it; these Yorkshire schoolmasters were the lowest and most rotten round in the whole ladder. Traders in the avarice, indifference, or imbecility of parents, and the helplessness of children; ignorant, sordid, brutal men, to whom few considerate persons would have entrusted the board and lodging of a horse or a dog; they formed the worthy corner-stone of a structure, which, for absurdity and a magnificent high-handed laissez-aller neglect, has rarely been exceeded in the world.

We hear sometimes of an action for damages against the unqualified medical practitioner, who has deformed a broken limb in pretending to heal it. But, what about the hundreds of thousands of minds that have been deformed for ever by the incapable pettifoggers who have pretended to form them!

I make mention of the race, as of the Yorkshire schoolmasters, in the past tense. Though it has not yet finally disappeared, it is dwindling daily. A long day’s work remains to be done about us in the way of education, Heaven knows! but great improvements and facilities towards the attainment of a good one, have been furnished, of late years, to those who can afford to pay for it.

I cannot call to mind, now, how I came to hear about Yorkshire schools when I was a not very robust child, sitting in bye-places, near Rochester Castle, with a head full of Partridge, Strap, Tom Pipes, and Sancho Panza;2 but I know that my first impressions of them were picked up at that time, and that they were, somehow or other, connected with a suppurated abscess that some boy had come home with, in consequence of his Yorkshire guide, philosopher, and friend, having ripped it open with an inky penknife.3 The impression made upon me, however made, never left me. I was always curious about them – fell, long afterwards, and at sundry times, into the way of hearing more about them – at last, having an audience, resolved to write about them.

With that intent I went down into Yorkshire before I began this book, in very severe winter-time which is pretty faithfully described herein. As I wanted to see a schoolmaster or two, and was forewarned that those gentlemen might, in their modesty, be shy of receiving a visit from the author of the Pickwick Papers, I consulted with a professional friend here, who had a Yorkshire connection, and with whom I concerted a pious fraud. He gave me some letters of introduction, in the name, I think, of my travelling companion; they bore reference to a supposititious little boy who had been left with a widowed mother who didn’t know what to do with him; the poor lady had thought, as a means of thawing the tardy compassion of her relations in his behalf, of sending him to a Yorkshire school; I was the poor lady’s friend, travelling that way; and if the recipient of the letter could inform me of a school in his neighbourhood, the writer would be very much obliged.

I went to several places in that part of the country where I understood these schools to be most plentifully sprinkled, and had no occasion to deliver a letter until I came to a certain town which shall be nameless. The person to whom it was addressed, was not at home; but he came down at night, through the snow, to the inn where I was staying. It was after dinner; and he needed little persuasion to sit down by the fire in a warm corner, and take his share of the wine that was on the table.

I am afraid he is dead now. I recollect he was a jovial, ruddy, broadfaced man; that we got acquainted directly; and that we talked on all kinds of subjects, except the school, which he showed a great anxiety to avoid. ‘Was there any large school near?’ I asked him, in reference to the letter. ‘Oh yes,’ he said; ‘there was a pratty big ’un.’ ‘Was it a good one?’ I asked. ‘Ey!’ he said, ‘it was as good as anoother; that was a’ a matther of opinion’; and fell to looking at the fire, staring round the room, and whistling a little. On my reverting to some other topic that we had been discussing, he recovered immediately; but, though I tried him again and again, I never approached the question of the school, even if he were in the middle of a laugh, without observing that his countenance fell, and that he became uncomfortable. At last, when we had passed a couple of hours or so, very agreeably, he suddenly took up his hat, and leaning over the table and looking me full in the face, said, in a low voice: ‘Weel, Misther, we’ve been vary pleasant toogather, and ar’ll spak’ my moind tiv’ee. Dinnot let the weedur send her lattle boy to yan o’ our schoolmeasthers, while there’s a harse to hoold in a’ Lunnun, or a gootther to lie asleep in. Ar wouldn’t mak’ ill words amang my neeburs, and ar speak tiv’ee quiet loike. But I’m dom’d if ar can gang to bed and not tell’ee, for weedur’s sak’, to keep the lattle boy from a’ sike scoondrels while there’s a harse to hoold in a’ Lunnun, or a gootther to lie asleep in!’ Repeating these words with great heartiness, and with a solemnity on his jolly face that made it look twice as large as before, he shook hands and went away. I never saw him afterwards, but I sometimes imagine that I descry a faint reflection of him in John Browdie.

In reference to these gentry, I may here quote a few words from the original preface to this book.

‘It has afforded the Author great amusement and satisfaction, during the progress of this work, to learn, from country friends and from a variety of ludicrous statements concerning himself in provincial newspapers, that more than one Yorkshire schoolmaster lays claim to being the original of Mr Squeers. One worthy, he has reason to believe, has actually consulted authorities learned in the law, as to his having good grounds on which to rest an action for libel; another, has meditated a journey to London, for the express purpose of committing an assault and battery on his traducer; a third, perfectly remembers being waited on, last January twelve-month, by two gentlemen, one of whom held him in conversation while the other took his likeness; and, although Mr Squeers has but one eye, and he has two, and the published sketch does not resemble him (whoever he may be) in any other respect, still he and all his friends and neighbours know at once for whom it is meant, because – the character is so like him.

‘While the Author cannot but feel the full force of the compliment thus conveyed to him, he ventures to suggest that these contentions may arise from the fact, that Mr Squeers is the representative of a class, and not of an individual. Where imposture, ignorance, and brutal cupidity, are the stock in trade of a small body of men, and one is described by these characteristics, all his fellows will recognise something belonging to themselves, and each will have a misgiving that the portrait is his own.

‘The Author’s object in calling public attention to the system would be very imperfectly fulfilled, if he did not state now, in his own person, emphatically and earnestly, that Mr Squeers and his school are faint and feeble pictures of an existing reality, purposely subdued and kept down lest they should be deemed impossible – that there are, upon record, trials at law in which damages have been sought as a poor recompense for lasting agonies and disfigurements inflicted upon children by the treatment of the master in these places, involving such offensive and foul details of neglect, cruelty, and disease, as no writer of fiction would have the boldness to imagine – and that, since he has been engaged upon these Adventures, he has received, from private quarters far beyond the reach of suspicion or distrust, accounts of atrocities, in the perpetration of which, upon neglected or repudiated children, these schools have been the main instruments, very far exceeding any that appear in these pages.’

This comprises all I need say on the subject; except that if I had seen occasion, I had resolved to reprint a few of these details of legal proceedings, from certain old newspapers.

One other quotation from the same Preface, may serve to introduce a fact that my readers may think curious.

‘To turn to a more pleasant subject, it may be right to say, that there are two characters in this book which are drawn from life. It is remarkable that what we call the world, which is so very credulous in what professes to be true, is most incredulous in what professes to be imaginary; and that, while, every day in real life, it will allow in one man no blemishes, and in another no virtues, it will seldom admit a very strongly-marked character, either good or bad, in a fictitious narrative, to be within the limits of probability. But those who take an interest in this tale, will be glad to learn that the Brothers Cheeryble live; that their liberal charity, their singleness of heart, their noble nature, and their unbounded benevolence, are no creations of the Author’s brain; but are prompting every day (and oftenest by stealth) some munificent and generous deed in that town of which they are the pride and honour.’

If I were to attempt to sum up the hundreds upon hundreds of letters, from all sorts of people in all sorts of latitudes and climates, to which this unlucky paragraph has since given rise, I should get into an arithmetical difficulty from which I could not easily extricate myself. Suffice it to say, that I believe the applications for loans, gifts, and offices of profit that I have been requested to forward to the originals of the Brothers Cheeryble (with whom I never interchanged any communication in my life), would have exhausted the combined patronage of all the Lord Chancellors4 since the accession of the House of Brunswick, and would have broken the rest of the Bank of England.5

There is only one other point, on which I would desire to offer a remark. If Nicholas be not always found to be blameless or agreeable, he is not always intended to appear so. He is a young man of an impetuous temper and of little or no experience; and I saw no reason why such a hero should be lifted out of nature.

DEVONSHIRE TERRACE, May, 1848.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduces all the Rest

There once lived in a sequestered part of the county of Devonshire, one Mr Godfrey Nickleby, a worthy gentleman, who taking it into his head rather late in life that he must get married, and not being young enough or rich enough to aspire to the hand of a lady of fortune, had wedded an old flame out of mere attachment, who in her turn had taken him for the same reason: thus two people who cannot afford to play cards for money, sometimes sit down to a quiet game for love.

Some ill-conditioned persons, who sneer at the life-matrimonial, may perhaps suggest in this place that the good couple would be better likened to two principals in a sparring match, who, when fortune is low and backers scarce, will chivalrously set to, for the mere pleasure of the buffeting; and in one respect indeed this comparison would hold good, for as the adventurous pair of the Fives’ Court1 will afterwards send round a hat, and trust to the bounty of the lookers-on for the means of regaling themselves, so Mr Godfrey Nickleby and his partner, the honeymoon being over, looked wistfully out into the world, relying in no inconsiderable degree upon chance for the improvement of their means. Mr Nickleby’s income, at the period of his marriage, fluctuated between sixty and eighty pounds per annum.

There are people enough in the world, heaven knows! and even in London (where Mr Nickleby dwelt in those days) but few complaints prevail of the population being scanty. It is extraordinary how long a man may look among the crowd without discovering the face of a friend, but it is no less true. Mr Nickleby looked and looked till his eyes became sore as his heart, but no friend appeared; and when, growing tired of the search, he turned his eyes homeward, he saw very little there to relieve his weary vision. A painter, who has gazed too long upon some glaring colour, refreshes his dazzled sight by looking upon a darker and more sombre tint; but everything that met Mr Nickleby’s gaze wore so black and gloomy a hue, that he would have been beyond description refreshed by the very reverse of the contrast.

At length, after five years, when Mrs Nickleby had presented her husband with a couple of sons, and that embarrassed gentleman, impressed with the necessity of making some provision for his family, was seriously revolving in his mind a little commercial speculation of insuring his life next quarter-day, and then falling from the top of the Monument2 by accident, there came one morning, by the general post, a black-bordered letter to inform him how his uncle, Mr Ralph Nickleby, was dead, and had left him the bulk of his little property, amounting in all to five thousand pounds sterling.

As the deceased had taken no further notice of his nephew in his lifetime, than sending to his eldest boy (who had been christened after him, on desperate speculation) a silver spoon in a morocco case, which as he had not too much to eat with it, seemed a kind of satire upon his having been born without that useful article of plate in his mouth, Mr Godfrey Nickleby could at first scarcely believe the tidings thus conveyed to him. On further examination, however, they turned out to be strictly correct. The amiable old gentleman, it seemed, had intended to leave the whole to the Royal Humane Society,3 and had indeed executed a will to that effect; but the Institution having been unfortunate enough, a few months before, to save the life of a poor relation to whom he paid a weekly allowance of three shillings and sixpence, he had in a fit of very natural exasperation, revoked the bequest in a codicil, and left it all to Mr Godfrey Nickleby; with a special mention of his indignation, not only against the society for saving the poor relation’s life, but against the poor relation also, for allowing himself to be saved.

With a portion of this property Mr Godfrey Nickleby purchased a small farm near Dawlish, in Devonshire, whither he retired with his wife and two children, to live upon the best interest he could get for the rest of his money, and the little produce he could raise from his land. The two prospered so well together that, when he died, some fifteen years after this period, and some five after his wife, he was enabled to leave to his eldest son, Ralph, three thousand pounds in cash, and to his youngest son, Nicholas, one thousand and the farm; if indeed that can be called a farm, which, exclusive of house and paddock, is about the size of Russell Square, measuring from the street-doors of the houses.

These two brothers had been brought up together in a school at Exeter, and being accustomed to go home once a week, had often heard, from their mother’s lips, long accounts of their father’s sufferings in his days of poverty, and of their deceased uncle’s importance in his days of affluence, which recitals produced a very different impression on the two: for while the younger, who was of a timid and retiring disposition, gleaned from thence nothing but forewarnings to shun the great world and attach himself to the quiet routine of a country life; Ralph, the elder, deduced from the often-repeated tale the two great morals that riches are the only true source of happiness and power, and that it is lawful and just to compass their acquisition by all means short of felony. ‘And,’ reasoned Ralph with himself, ‘if no good came of my uncle’s money when he was alive, a great deal of good came of it after he was dead, inasmuch as my father has got it now, and is saving it up for me, which is a highly virtuous purpose; and, going back to the old gentleman, good did come of it to him too, for he had the pleasure of thinking of it all his life long, and of being envied and courted by all his family besides.’ And Ralph always wound up these mental soliloquies by arriving at the conclusion, that there was nothing like money.

Not confining himself to theory, or permitting his faculties to rust even at that early age in mere abstract speculations, this promising lad commenced usurer on a limited scale at school, putting out at good interest a small capital of slate-pencil and marbles, and gradually extending his operations until they aspired to the copper coinage of this realm, in which he speculated to considerable advantage. Nor did he trouble his borrowers with abstract calculations of figures, or references to ready-reckoners;4 his simple rule of interest being all comprised in the one golden sentence, ‘two-pence for every half-penny,’ which greatly simplified the accounts, and which, as a familiar precept, more easily acquired and retained in the memory than any known rule of arithmetic, cannot be too strongly recommended to the notice of capitalists, both large and small, and more especially of money-brokers and bill-discounters. Indeed, to do these gentlemen justice, many of them are to this day in the frequent habit of adopting it with eminent success.

In like manner, did young Ralph Nickleby avoid all those minute and intricate calculations of odd days, which nobody who has ever worked sums in simple-interest can fail to have found most embarrassing, by establishing the one general rule that all sums of principal and interest should be paid on pocket-money day, that is to say, on Saturday; and that whether a loan were contracted on the Monday or on the Friday, the amount of interest should be in both cases the same. Indeed he argued, and with great show of reason, that it ought to be rather more for one day than for five, inasmuch as the borrower might in the former case be very fairly presumed to be in great extremity, otherwise he would not borrow at all with such odds against him. This fact is interesting, as illustrating the secret connection and sympathy which always exists between great minds. Though master Ralph Nickleby was not at that time aware of it, the class of gentlemen before alluded to, proceed on just the same principle in all their transactions.

From what we have said of this young gentleman, and the natural admiration the reader will immediately conceive of his character, it may perhaps be inferred that he is to be the hero of the work which we shall presently begin. To set this point at rest for once and for ever, we hasten to undeceive them, and stride to its commencement.

On the death of his father, Ralph Nickleby, who had been some time before placed in a mercantile house in London, applied himself passionately to his old pursuit of money-getting, in which he speedily became so buried and absorbed, that he quite forgot his brother for many years; and if at times a recollection of his old play-fellow broke upon him through the haze in which he lived – for gold conjures up a mist about a man more destructive of all his old senses and lulling to his feelings than the fumes of charcoal – it brought along with it a companion thought, that if they were intimate he would want to borrow money of him: and Mr Ralph Nickleby shrugged his shoulders, and said things were better as they were.

As for Nicholas, he lived a single man on the patrimonial estate until he grew tired of living alone, and then he took to wife the daughter of a neighbouring gentleman with a dower of one thousand pounds. This good lady bore him two children, a son and a daughter, and when the son was about nineteen, and the daughter fourteen, as near as we can guess – impartial records of young ladies’ ages being, before the passing of the new act,5 nowhere preserved in the registries of this country – Mr Nickleby looked about him for the means of repairing his capital, now sadly reduced by this increase in his family and the expenses of their education.

‘Speculate with it,’ said Mrs Nickleby.

‘Speculate, my dear?’ said Mr Nickleby, as though in doubt.

‘Why not?’ asked Mrs Nickleby.

‘Because, my dear, if we should lose it,’ rejoined Mr Nickleby, who was a slow and time-taking speaker, ‘if we should lose it, we shall no longer be able to live, my dear.’

‘Fiddle,’ said Mrs Nickleby.

‘I am not altogether sure of that, my dear,’ said Mr Nickleby.

‘There’s Nicholas,’ pursued the lady, ‘quite a young man – it’s time he was in the way of doing something for himself; and Kate too, poor girl, without a penny in the world. Think of your brother; would he be what he is, if he hadn’t speculated?’

‘That’s true,’ replied Mr Nickleby. ‘Very good, my dear. Yes. I will speculate, my dear.’

Speculation is a round game; the players see little or nothing of their cards at first starting; gains may be great – and so may losses. The run of luck went against Mr Nickleby; a mania prevailed, a bubble burst, four stockbrokers took villa residences at Florence, four hundred nobodies were ruined, and among them Mr Nickleby.

‘The very house I live in,’ sighed the poor gentleman, ‘may be taken from me tomorrow. Not an article of my old furniture, but will be sold to strangers!’

The last reflection hurt him so much, that he took at once to his bed, apparently resolved to keep that, at all events.

‘Cheer up, sir!’ said the apothecary.

‘You mustn’t let yourself be cast down, sir,’ said the nurse.

‘Such things happen every day,’ remarked the lawyer.

‘And it is very sinful to rebel against them,’ whispered the clergyman.

‘And what no man with a family ought to do,’ added the neighbours.

Mr Nickleby shook his head, and motioning them all out of the room, embraced his wife and children, and having pressed them by turns to his languidly beating heart, sunk exhausted on his pillow. They were concerned to find that his reason went astray after this, for he babbled for a long time about the generosity and goodness of his brother, and the merry old times when they were at school together. This fit of wandering past, he solemnly commended them to One who never deserted the widow or her fatherless children,6 and smiling gently on them, turned upon his face, and observed, that he thought he could fall asleep.


CHAPTER 2

Of Mr Ralph Nickleby, and his Establishment, and his Undertakings. And of a great Joint Stock Company of vast national importance

Mr Ralph Nickleby was not, strictly speaking, what you would call a merchant: neither was he a banker, nor an attorney, nor a special pleader,1 nor a notary. He was certainly not a tradesman, and still less could he lay any claim to the title of a professional gentleman; for it would have been impossible to mention any recognised profession to which he belonged. Nevertheless, as he lived in a spacious house in Golden Square, which, in addition to a brass plate upon the street-door, had another brass plate two sizes and a half smaller upon the left-hand doorpost, surmounting a brass model of an infant’s fist grasping a fragment of a skewer, and displaying the word ‘Office’, it was clear that Mr Ralph Nickleby did, or pretended to do, business of some kind; and the fact, if it required any further circumstantial evidence, was abundantly demonstrated by the diurnal attendance, between the hours of half-past nine and five, of a sallow-faced man in rusty brown, who sat upon an uncommonly hard stool in a species of butler’s pantry at the end of the passage, and always had a pen behind his ear when he answered the bell.

Although a few members of the graver professions live about Golden Square, it is not exactly in anybody’s way to or from anywhere. It is one of the squares that have been; a quarter of the town that has gone down in the world, and taken to letting lodgings. Many of its first and second floors are let furnished to single gentlemen, and it takes boarders besides. It is a great resort of foreigners. The dark-complexioned men who wear large rings, and heavy watch-guards and bushy whiskers, and who congregate under the Opera colonnade,2 and about the box-office in the season, between four and five in the afternoon, when Mr Seguin3 gives away the orders,4 –all live in Golden Square, or within a street of it. Two or three violins and a wind instrument from the Opera band reside within its precincts. Its boarding-houses are musical, and the notes of pianos and harps float in the evening time round the head of the mournful statue,5 the guardian genius of a little wilderness of shrubs, in the centre of the square. On a summer’s night, windows are thrown open, and groups of swarthy mustachioed men are seen by the passer-by lounging at the casements, and smoking fearfully. Sounds of gruff voices practising vocal music invade the evening’s silence, and the fumes of choice tobacco scent the air. There, snuff and cigars, and German pipes and flutes, and violins, and violoncellos, divide the supremacy between them. It is the region of song and smoke. Street bands are on their mettle in Golden Square, and itinerant glee-singers quaver involuntarily as they raise their voices within its boundaries.

This would not seem a spot very well adapted to the transaction of business; but Mr Ralph Nickleby had lived there notwithstanding for many years, and uttered no complaint on that score. He knew nobody round about and nobody knew him, although he enjoyed the reputation of being immensely rich. The tradesmen held that he was a sort of lawyer, and the other neighbours opined that he was a kind of general agent; both of which guesses were as correct and definite as guesses about other people’s affairs usually are, or need to be.

Mr Ralph Nickleby sat in his private office one morning, ready dressed to walk abroad. He wore a bottle-green spencer6 over a blue coat; a white waistcoat, grey mixture pantaloons,7 and Wellington boots drawn over them: the corner of a small-plaited shirt frill struggled out, as if insisting to show itself, from between his chin and the top button of his spencer, and the garment was not made low enough to conceal a long gold watch-chain, composed of a series of plain rings, which had its beginning at the handle of a gold repeater8 in Mr Nickleby’s pocket, and its termination in two little keys, one belonging to the watch itself, and the other to some patent padlock. He wore a sprinkling of powder upon his head, as if to make himself look benevolent; but if that were his purpose, he would perhaps have done better to powder his countenance also, for there was something in its very wrinkles, and in his cold restless eye, which seemed to tell of cunning that would announce itself in spite of him. However this might be, there he was; and as he was all alone, neither the powder nor the wrinkles, nor the eyes, had the smallest effect, good or bad, upon anybody just then, and are consequently no business of ours just now.

Mr Nickleby closed an account-book which lay on his desk, and throwing himself back in his chair, gazed with an air of abstraction through the dirty window. Some London houses have a melancholy little plot of ground behind them, usually fenced in by four high whitewashed walls and frowned upon by stacks of chimneys, in which there withers on from year to year a crippled tree, that makes a show of putting forth a few leaves late in autumn, when other trees shed theirs, and drooping in the effort, lingers on all crackled and smoke-dried till the following season, when it repeats the same process, and perhaps if the weather be particularly genial, even tempts some rheumatic sparrow to chirrup in its branches. People sometimes call these dark yards ‘gardens’; it is not supposed that they were ever planted, but rather that they are pieces of unreclaimed land, with the withered vegetation of the original brick-field. No man thinks of walking in this desolate place, or of turning it to any account. A few hampers, half-a-dozen broken bottles, and such-like rubbish, may be thrown there when the tenant first moves in, but nothing more; and there they remain till he goes away again, the damp straw taking just as long to moulder as it thinks proper, and mingling with the scanty box, and stunted everbrowns, and broken flower-pots, that are scattered mournfully about – a prey to ‘blacks’9 and dirt.

It was into a place of this kind that Mr Ralph Nickleby gazed as he sat with his hands in his pockets looking out at window. He had fixed his eyes upon a distorted fir-tree, planted by some former tenant in a tub that had once been green, and left there years before, to rot away piecemeal. There was nothing very inviting in the object, but Mr Nickleby was wrapt in a brown study,10 and sat contemplating it with far greater attention than, in a more conscious mood, he would have deigned to bestow upon the rarest exotic. At length his eyes wandered to a little dirty window on the left, through which the face of the clerk was dimly visible, and that worthy chancing to look up, he beckoned him to attend.

In obedience to this summons the clerk got off the high stool (to which he had communicated a high polish, by countless gettings off and on), and presented himself in Mr Nickleby’s room. He was a tall man of middle-age with two goggle eyes whereof one was a fixture, a rubicund nose, a cadaverous face, and a suit of clothes (if the term be allowable when they suited him not at all) much the worse for wear, very much too small, and placed upon such a short allowance of buttons that it was quite marvellous how he contrived to keep them on.

‘Was that half-past twelve, Noggs?’ said Mr Nickleby, in a sharp and grating voice.

‘Not more than five-and-twenty minutes by the – ’ Noggs was going to add public-house clock, but recollecting himself, he substituted ‘regular time.’

‘My watch has stopped,’ said Mr Nickleby; ‘I don’t know from what cause.’

‘Not wound up,’ said Noggs.

‘Yes, it is,’ said Mr Nickleby.

‘Over-wound then,’ rejoined Noggs.

‘That can’t very well be,’ observed Mr Nickleby.

‘Must be,’ said Noggs.

‘Well!’ said Mr Nickleby, putting the repeater back in his pocket; ‘perhaps it is.’

Noggs gave a peculiar grunt as was his custom at the end of all disputes with his master, to imply that he (Noggs) triumphed, and (as he rarely spoke to anybody unless somebody spoke to him) fell into a grim silence, and rubbed his hands slowly over each other, cracking the joints of his fingers, and squeezing them into all possible distortions. The incessant performance of this routine on every occasion, and the communication of a fixed and rigid look to his unaffected eye, so as to make it uniform with the other, and to render it impossible for anybody to determine where or at what he was looking, were two among the numerous peculiarities of Mr Noggs, which struck an inexperienced observer at first sight.

‘I am going to the London Tavern11 this morning,’ said Mr Nickleby.

‘Public meeting?’ inquired Noggs.

Mr Nickleby nodded. ‘I expect a letter from the solicitor respecting that mortgage of Ruddle’s. If it comes at all, it will be here by the two o’clock delivery. I shall leave the city about that time and walk to Charing Cross on the left-hand side of the way; if there are any letters, come and meet me, and bring them with you.’

Noggs nodded; and as he nodded, there came a ring at the office bell: the master looked up from his papers, and the clerk calmly remained in a stationary position.

‘The bell,’ said Noggs, as though in explanation; ‘at home?’

‘Yes.’

‘To anybody?’

‘Yes.’

‘To the tax-gatherer?’

‘No! Let him call again.’

Noggs gave vent to his usual grunt, as much as to say ‘I thought so!’ and, the ring being repeated, went to the door, whence he presently returned ushering in, by the name of Mr Bonney, a pale gentleman in a violent hurry, who, with his hair standing up in great disorder all over his head, and a very narrow white cravat tied loosely round his throat, looked as if he had been knocked up in the night and had not dressed himself since.

‘My dear Nickleby,’ said the gentleman, taking off a white hat which was so full of papers that it would scarcely stick upon his head, ‘there’s not a moment to lose; I have a cab at the door. Sir Matthew Pupker takes the chair, and three members of Parliament are positively coming. I have seen two of them safely out of bed; and the third, who was at Crockford’s12 all night, has just gone home to put a clean shirt on, and take a bottle or two of soda-water,13 and will certainly be with us in time to address the meeting. He is a little excited by last night, but never mind that; he always speaks the stronger for it.’

‘It seems to promise pretty well,’ said Mr Ralph Nickleby, whose deliberate manner was strongly opposed to the vivacity of the other man of business.

‘Pretty well!’ echoed Mr Bonney; ‘It’s the finest idea that was ever started. “United Metropolitan Improved Hot Muffin and Crumpet Baking and Punctual Delivery Company. Capital, five millions, in five hundred thousand shares of ten pounds each.” Why the very name will get the shares up to a premium in ten days.’

‘And when they are at a premium,’ said Mr Ralph Nickleby, smiling.

‘When they are, you know what to do with them as well as any man alive, and how to back quietly out at the right time,’ said Mr Bonney, slapping the capitalist familiarly on the shoulder. ‘By the bye, what a very remarkable man that clerk of yours is.’

‘Yes, poor devil!’ replied Ralph, drawing on his gloves. ‘Though Newman Noggs kept his horses and hounds once.’

‘Aye, aye?’ said the other carelessly.

‘Yes,’ continued Ralph, ‘and not many years ago either; but he squandered his money, invested it anyhow, borrowed at interest, and in short made first a thorough fool of himself, and then a beggar. He took to drinking, and had a touch of paralysis, and then came here to borrow a pound, as in his better days I had – had – ’

‘Had done business with him,’ said Mr Bonney with a meaning look.

‘Just so,’ replied Ralph; ‘I couldn’t lend it, you know.’

‘Oh, of course not.’

‘But as I wanted a clerk just then, to open the door and so forth, I took him out of charity, and he has remained with me ever since. He is a little mad, I think,’ said Mr Nickleby, calling up a charitable look, ‘but he is useful enough, poor creature – useful enough.’

The kind-hearted gentleman omitted to add that Newman Noggs, being utterly destitute, served him for rather less than the usual wages of a boy of thirteen; and likewise failed to mention in his hasty chronicle, that his eccentric taciturnity rendered him an especially valuable person in a place where much business was done, of which it was desirable no mention should be made out of doors. The other gentleman was plainly impatient to be gone, however, and as they hurried into the hackney cabriolet immediately afterwards, perhaps Mr Nickleby forgot to mention circumstances so unimportant.

There was a great bustle in Bishopsgate Street Within, as they drew up, and (it being a windy day) half a dozen men were tacking across the road under a press of paper, bearing gigantic announcements that a Public Meeting would be holden at one o’clock precisely, to take into consideration the propriety of petitioning Parliament14 in favour of the United Metropolitan Improved Hot Muffin and Crumpet Baking and Punctual Delivery Company, capital five millions, in five hundred thousand shares of ten pounds each; which sums were duly set forth in fat black figures of considerable size. Mr Bonney elbowed his way briskly upstairs, receiving in his progress many low bows from the waiters who stood on the landings to show the way, and, followed by Mr Nickleby, dived into a suite of apartments behind the great public room, in the second of which was a business-looking table, and several business-looking people.

‘Hear!’ cried a gentleman with a double chin, as Mr Bonney presented himself. ‘Chair, gentlemen, chair.’

The new comers were received with universal approbation, and Mr Bonney bustled up to the top of the table, took off his hat, ran his fingers through his hair, and knocked a hackney-coachman’s knock on the table with a little hammer: whereat several gentlemen cried ‘Hear!’ and nodded slightly to each other, as much as to say what spirited conduct that was. Just at this moment a waiter, feverish with agitation, tore into the room, and throwing the door open with a crash, shouted ‘Sir Matthew Pupker.’

The committee stood up and clapped their hands for joy; and while they were clapping them, in came Sir Matthew Pupker, attended by two live members of Parliament, one Irish and one Scotch, all smiling and bowing, and looking so pleasant that it seemed a perfect marvel how any man could have the heart to vote against them. Sir Matthew Pupker especially, who had a little round head with a flaxen wig on the top of it, fell into such a paroxysm of bows, that the wig threatened to be jerked off every instant. When these symptoms had in some degree subsided, the gentlemen who were onspeaking terms with Sir Matthew Pupker, or the two other members, crowded round them in three little groups, near one or other of which the gentlemen who were not on speaking terms with Sir Matthew Pupker or the two other members, stood lingering, and smiling, and rubbing their hands, in the desperate hope of something turning up which might bring them into notice. All this time Sir Matthew Pupker and the two other members were relating to their separate circles what the intentions of government were about taking up the bill, with a full account of what the government had said in a whisper the last time they dined with it, and how the government had been observed to wink when it said so; from which premises they were at no loss to draw the conclusion, that if the government had one object more at heart than another, that one object was the welfare and advantage of the United Metropolitan Improved Hot Muffin and Crumpet Baking and Punctual Delivery Company.

Meanwhile, and pending the arrangement of the proceedings, and a fair division of the speechifying, the public in the large room were eyeing, by turns, the empty platform, and the ladies in the Music Gallery. In these amusements the greater portion of them had been occupied for a couple of hours before, and as the most agreeable diversions pall upon the taste on a too protracted enjoyment of them, the sterner spirits now began to hammer the floor with their boot-heels, and to express their dissatisfaction by various hoots and cries. These vocal exertions, emanating from the people who had been there longest, naturally proceeded from those who were nearest to the platform and furthest from the policemen in attendance, who having no great mind to fight their way through the crowd, but entertaining nevertheless a praiseworthy desire to do something to quell the disturbance, immediately began to drag forth by the coat tails and collars all the quiet people near the door; at the same time dealing out various smart and tingling blows with their truncheons, after the manner of that ingenious actor, Mr Punch, whose brilliant example, both in the fashion of his weapons and their use, this branch of the executive occasionally follows.

Several very exciting skirmishes were in progress, when a loud shout attracted the attention even of the belligerents, and then there poured on to the platform, from a door at the side, a long line of gentlemen with their hats off, all looking behind them, and uttering vociferous cheers; the cause whereof was sufficiently explained when Sir Matthew Pupker and the two other real members of Parliament came to the front, amidst deafening shouts, and testified to each other in dumb motions that they had never seen such a glorious sight as that in the whole course of their public career.

At length, and at last, the assembly left off shouting, but Sir Matthew Pupker being voted into the chair, they underwent a relapse which lasted five minutes. This over, Sir Matthew Pupker went on to say what must be his feelings on that great occasion, and what must be that occasion in the eyes of the world, and what must be the intelligence of his fellow-countrymen before him, and what must be the wealth and respectability of his honourable friends behind him; and lastly, what must be the importance to the wealth, the happiness, the comfort, the liberty, the very existence of a free and great people, of such an Institution as the United Metropolitan Improved Hot Muffin and Crumpet Baking and Punctual Delivery Company.

Mr Bonney then presented himself to move the first resolution, and having run his right hand through his hair, and planted his left in an easy manner in his ribs, he consigned his hat to the care of the gentleman with the double-chin (who acted as a species of bottle-holder to the orators generally), and said he would read to them the first resolution – ‘That this meeting views with alarm and apprehension, the existing state of the Muffin Trade in this Metropolis and its neighbourhood; that it considers the Muffin Boys, as at present constituted, wholly undeserving the confidence of the public, and that it deems the whole Muffin system alike prejudicial to the health and morals of the people, and subversive of the best interests of a great commercial and mercantile community.’ The honourable gentleman made a speech which drew tears from the eyes of the ladies, and awakened the liveliest emotions in every individual present. He had visited the houses of the poor in the various districts of London, and had found them destitute of the slightest vestige of a muffin, which there appeared too much reason to believe some of these indigent persons did not taste from year’s end to year’s end. He had found that among muffinsellers there existed drunkenness, debauchery, and profligacy, which he attributed to the debasing nature of their employment as at present exercised; he had found the same vices among the poorer class of people who ought to be muffin consumers, and this he attributed to the despair engendered by their being placed beyond the reach of that nutritious article, which drove them to seek a false stimulant in intoxicating liquors. He would undertake to prove before a committee of the House of Commons, that there existed a combination to keep up the price of muffins, and to give the bellmen a monopoly;15 he would prove it by bellmen at the bar of that House; and he would also prove that these men corresponded with each other by secret words and signs, as ‘Snooks,’ ‘Walker,’ ‘Ferguson,’ ‘Is Murphy right?’16 and many others. It was this melancholy state of things that the Company proposed to correct; firstly, by prohibiting under heavy penalties all private muffin trading of every description; and secondly, by themselves supplying the public generally, and the poor at their own homes, with muffins of first quality at reduced prices. It was with this object that a bill had been introduced into Parliament by their patriotic chairman Sir Matthew Pupker; it was this bill that they had met to support; it was the supporters of this bill who would confer undying brightness and splendour upon England, under the name of the United Metropolitan Improved Hot Muffin and Crumpet Baking and Punctual Delivery Company; he would add, with a capital of Five Millions, in five hundred thousand shares often pounds each.

Mr Ralph Nickleby seconded the resolution, and another gentleman having moved that it be amended by the insertion of the words ‘and crumpet’ after the word ‘muffin,’ whenever it occurred, it was carried triumphantly; only one man in the crowd cried ‘No!’ and he was promptly taken into custody, and straightway borne off.

The second resolution, which recognised the expediency of immediately abolishing ‘all muffin (or crumpet) sellers, all traders in muffins (or crumpets) of whatsoever description, whether male or female, boys or men, ringing hand-bells or otherwise,’ was moved by a grievous gentleman of semi-clerical appearance, who went at once into such deep pathetics, that he knocked the first speaker clean out of the course in no time. You might have heard a pin fall – a pin! a feather – as he described the cruelties inflicted on muffin boys by their masters, which he very wisely urged were in themselves a sufficient reason for the establishment of that inestimable company. It seemed that the unhappy youths were nightly turned out into the wet streets at the most inclement periods of the year, to wander about in darkness and rain – or it might be hail or snow – for hours together, without shelter, food, or warmth; and let the public never forget upon the latter point, that while the muffins were provided with warm clothing and blankets, the boys were wholly unprovided for, and left to their own miserable resources. (Shame!) The honourable gentleman related one case of a muffin boy, who having been exposed to this inhuman and barbarous system for no less than five years, at length fell a victim to a cold in the head, beneath which he gradually sunk until he fell into a perspiration and recovered; this he could vouch for, on his own authority, but he had heard (and he had no reason to doubt the fact) of a still more heart-rending and appalling circumstance. He had heard of the case of an orphan muffin boy, who, having been run over by a hackney carriage, had been removed to the hospital, had undergone the amputation of his leg below the knee, and was now actually pursuing his occupation on crutches. Fountain of justice, were these things to last!

This was the department of the subject that took the meeting, and this was the style of speaking to enlist their sympathies. The men shouted, the ladies wept into their pocket-handkerchiefs till they were moist, and waved them till they were dry; the excitement was tremendous, and Mr Nickleby whispered to his friend that the shares were thenceforth at a premium of five-and-twenty per cent.

The resolution was of course carried with loud acclamations, every man holding up both hands in favour of it, as he would in his enthusiasm have held up both legs also, if he could have conveniently accomplished it. This done, the draft of the proposed petition was read at length; and the petition said, as all petitions do say, that the petitioners were very humble, and the petitioned very honourable, and the object very virtuous, therefore (said the petition) the bill ought to be passed into a law at once, to the everlasting honour and glory of that most honourable and glorious Commons of England in Parliament assembled.

Then the gentleman who had been at Crockford’s all night, and who looked something the worse about the eyes in consequence, came forward to tell his fellow-countrymen what a speech he meant to make in favour of that petition whenever it should be presented, and how desperately he meant to taunt the Parliament if they rejected the bill; and to inform them also that he regretted his honourable friends had not inserted a clause rendering the purchase of muffins and crumpets compulsory upon all classes of the community, which he – opposing all half-measures, and preferring to go the extreme animal17 – pledged himself to propose and divide upon in committee. After announcing this determination, the honourable gentleman grew jocular; and as patent boots, lemon-coloured kid gloves, and a fur coat-collar, assist jokes materially, there was immense laughter and much cheering, and moreover such a brilliant display of ladies’ pocket-handkerchiefs, as threw the grievous gentleman quite into the shade.

And when the petition had been read and was about to be adopted, there came forward the Irish member (who was a young gentleman of ardent temperament), with such a speech as only an Irish member can make, breathing the true soul and spirit of poetry, and poured forth with such fervour, that it made one warm to look at him; in the course whereof he told them how he would demand the extension of that great boon to his native country; how he would claim for her equal rights in the muffin laws as in all other laws; and how he yet hoped to see the day when crumpets should be toasted in her lowly cabins, and muffin bells should ring in her rich green valleys. And after him came the Scotch member, with various pleasant allusions to the probable amount of profits, which increased the good humour that the poetry had awakened; and all the speeches put together did exactly what they were intended to do, and established in the hearers’ minds that there was no speculation so promising, or at the same time so praiseworthy, as the United Metropolitan Improved Hot Muffin and Crumpet Baking and Punctual Delivery Company.

So, the petition in favour of the bill was agreed upon, and the meeting adjourned with acclamations, and Mr Nickleby and the other directors went to the office to lunch, as they did every day at half-past one o’clock; and to remunerate themselves for which trouble, (as the company was yet in its infancy,) they only charged three guineas each man for every such attendance.


CHAPTER 3

Mr Ralph Nickleby receives Sad Tidings of his Brother, but bears up nobly against the intelligence communicated to him. The Reader is informed how he liked Nicholas, who is herein introduced, and how kindly he proposed to make his Fortune at once

Having rendered his zealous assistance towards despatching the lunch, with all that promptitude and energy which are among the most important qualities that men of business can possess, Mr Ralph Nickleby took a cordial farewell of his fellow-speculators, and bent his steps westward in unwonted good humour. As he passed Saint Paul’s he stepped aside into a doorway to set his watch, and with his hand on the key and his eye on the cathedral dial, was intent upon so doing, when a man suddenly stopped before him. It was Newman Noggs.

‘Ah! Newman,’ said Mr Nickleby, looking up as he pursued his occupation. ‘The letter about the mortgage has come, has it? I thought it would.’

‘Wrong,’ replied Newman.

‘What! and nobody called respecting it?’ inquired Mr Nickleby, pausing. Noggs shook his head.

‘What has come, then?’ inquired Mr Nickleby.

‘I have,’ said Newman.

‘What else?’ demanded the master, sternly.

‘This,’ said Newman, drawing a sealed letter slowly from his pocket. ‘Post-mark, Strand, black wax, black border, woman’s hand, CN in the corner.’

‘Black wax,’ said Mr Nickleby, glancing at the letter. ‘I know something of that hand, too. Newman, I shouldn’t be surprised if my brother were dead.’

‘I don’t think you would,’ said Newman, quietly.

‘Why not, sir?’ demanded Mr Nickleby.

‘You never are surprised,’ replied Newman, ‘that’s all.’

Mr Nickleby snatched the letter from his assistant, and fixing a cold look upon him, opened, read it, put it in his pocket, and having now hit the time to a second, began winding up his watch.

‘It is as I expected, Newman,’ said Mr Nickleby, while he was thus engaged. ‘He is dead. Dear me! Well, that’s a sudden thing. I shouldn’t have thought it, really.’ With these touching expressions of sorrow, Mr Nickleby replaced his watch in his fob, and fitting on his gloves to a nicety, turned upon his way, and walked slowly westward with his hands behind him.

‘Children alive?’ inquired Noggs, stepping up to him.

‘Why, that’s the very thing,’ replied Mr Nickleby, as though his thoughts were about them at that moment. ‘They are both alive.’

‘Both!’ repeated Newman Noggs, in a low voice.

‘And the widow, too,’ added Mr Nickleby, ‘and all three in London, confound them; all three here, Newman.’

Newman fell a little behind his master, and his face was curiously twisted as by a spasm, but whether of paralysis, or grief, or inward laughter, nobody but himself could possibly explain. The expression of a man’s face is commonly a help to his thoughts, or glossary on his speech; but the countenance of Newman Noggs, in his ordinary moods, was a problem which no stretch of ingenuity could solve.

‘Go home!’ said Mr Nickleby after they had walked a few paces, looking round at the clerk as if he were his dog. The words were scarcely uttered when Newman darted across the road, slunk among the crowd, and disappeared in an instant.

‘Reasonable, certainly!’ muttered Mr Nickleby to himself, as he walked on, ‘very reasonable! My brother never did anything for me, and I never expected it; the breath is no sooner out of his body than I am to be looked to, as the support of a great hearty woman and a grown boy and girl. What are they to me? I never saw them.’

Full of these and many other reflections of a similar kind, Mr Nickleby made the best of his way to the Strand, and referring to his letter as if to ascertain the number of the house he wanted, stopped at a private door about half-way down that crowded thoroughfare.

A miniature painter lived there, for there was a large gilt frame screwed upon the street-door, in which were displayed, upon a black velvet ground, two portraits of naval dress coats with faces looking out of them and telescopes attached; one of a young gentleman in a very vermilion uniform, flourishing a sabre; and one of a literary character with a high forehead, a pen and ink, six books, and a curtain. There was moreover a touching representation of a young lady reading a manuscript in an unfathomable forest, and a charming whole length of a large-headed little boy, sitting on a stool with his legs foreshortened to the size of salt-spoons. Besides these works of art, there were a great many heads of old ladies and gentlemen smirking at each other out of blue and brown skies, and an elegantly-written card of terms with an embossed border.

Mr Nickleby glanced at these frivolities with great contempt, and gave a double knock, which having been thrice repeated was answered by a servant girl with an uncommonly dirty face.

‘Is Mrs Nickleby at home, girl?’ demanded Ralph, sharply.

‘Her name ain’t Nickleby,’ said the girl, ‘La Creevy, you mean.’

Mr Nickleby looked very indignant at the handmaid on being thus corrected, and demanded with much asperity what she meant; which she was about to state, when a female voice, proceeding from a perpendicular staircase at the end of the passage, inquired who was wanted.

‘Mrs Nickleby,’ said Ralph.

‘It’s the second floor, Hannah,’ said the same voice; ‘what a stupid thing you are! Is the second floor at home?’

‘Somebody went out just now, but I think it was the attic which had been a cleaning of himself,’ replied the girl.

‘You had better see,’ said the invisible female. ‘Show the gentleman where the bell is, and tell him he mustn’t knock double knocks for the second floor; I can’t allow a knock except when the bell’s broke, and then it must be two single ones.’

‘Here,’ said Ralph, walking in without more parley, ‘I beg your pardon; is that Mrs La what’s-her-name?’

‘Creevy – La Creevy,’ replied the voice, as a yellow head-dress bobbed over the bannisters.

‘I’ll speak to you a moment, ma’am, with your leave,’ said Ralph.

The voice replied that the gentleman was to walk up; but he had walked up before it spoke, and stepping into the first floor, was received by the wearer of the yellow head-dress, who had a gown to correspond, and was of much the same colour herself. Miss La Creevy was a mincing young lady of fifty, and Miss La Creevy’s apartment was the gilt frame downstairs on a larger scale and something dirtier.

‘Hem!’ said Miss La Creevy, coughing delicately behind her black silk mitten. ‘A miniature, I presume. A very strongly-marked countenance for the purpose, sir. Have you ever sat before?’

‘You mistake my purpose, I see, ma’am,’ replied Mr Nickleby, in his usual blunt fashion. ‘I have no money to throw away on miniatures, ma’am, and nobody to give one to (thank God) if I had. Seeing you on the stairs, I wanted to ask a question of you, about some lodgers here.’

Miss La Creevy coughed once more – this cough was to conceal her disappointment – and said, ‘Oh, indeed!’

‘I infer from what you said to your servant, that the floor above belongs to you, ma’am?’ said Mr Nickleby.

Yes it did, Miss La Creevy replied. The upper part of the house belonged to her, and as she had no necessity for the second-floor rooms just then, she was in the habit of letting them. Indeed, there was a lady from the country and her two children in them, at that present speaking.

‘A widow, ma’am?’ said Ralph.

‘Yes, she is a widow,’ replied the lady.

‘A poor widow, ma’am?’ said Ralph, with a powerful emphasis on that little adjective which conveys so much.

‘Well, I am afraid she is poor,’ rejoined Miss La Creevy.

‘I happen to know that she is, ma’am,’ said Ralph. ‘Now what business has a poor widow in such a house as this, ma’am?’

‘Very true,’ replied Miss La Creevy, not at all displeased with this implied compliment to the apartments. ‘Exceedingly true.’

‘I know her circumstances intimately, ma’am,’ said Ralph; ‘in fact, I am a relation of the family; and I should recommend you not to keep them here, ma’am.’

‘I should hope, if there was any incompatibility to meet the pecuniary obligations,’ said Miss La Creevy with another cough, ‘that the lady’s family would –’

‘No they wouldn’t, ma’am,’ interrupted Ralph, hastily. ‘Don’t think it.’

‘If I am to understand that;’ said Miss La Creevy, ‘the case wears a very different appearance.’

‘You may understand it then, ma’am,’ said Ralph, ‘and make your arrangements accordingly. I am the family, ma’am – at least, I believe I am the only relation they have, and I think it right that you should know I can’t support them in their extravagances. How long have they taken these lodgings for?’

‘Only from week to week,’ replied Miss La Creevy. ‘Mrs Nickleby paid the first week in advance.’

‘Then you had better get them out at the end of it,’ said Ralph. ‘They can’t do better than go back to the country, ma’am; they are in everybody’s way here.’

‘Certainly,’ said Miss La Creevy, rubbing her hands; ‘if Mrs Nickleby took the apartments without the means of paying for them, it was very unbecoming a lady.’

‘Of course it was, ma’am,’ said Ralph.

‘And naturally,’ continued Miss La Creevy, ‘I who am at present – hem – an unprotected female, cannot afford to lose by the apartments.’

‘Of course you can’t, ma’am,’ replied Ralph.

‘Though at the same time,’ added Miss La Creevy who was plainly wavering between her good-nature and her interest, ‘I have nothing whatever to say against the lady, who is extremely pleasant and affable, though, poor thing, she seems terribly low in her spirits; nor against the young people either, for nicer, or better-behaved young people cannot be.’

‘Very well, ma’am,’ said Ralph, turning to the door, for these encomiums on poverty irritated him; ‘I have done my duty, and perhaps more than I ought: of course nobody will thank me for saying what I have.’

‘I am sure I am very much obliged to you at least, sir,’ said Miss La Creevy in a gracious manner. ‘Would you do me the favour to look at a few specimens of my portrait painting?’

‘You’re very good, ma’am,’ said Mr Nickleby, making off with great speed; ‘but as I have a visit to pay upstairs, and my time is precious, I really can’t.’

‘At any other time when you are passing, I shall be most happy,’ said Miss La Creevy. ‘Perhaps you will have the kindness to take a card of terms with you? Thank you – good morning.’

‘Good morning, ma’am,’ said Ralph, shutting the door abruptly after him to prevent any further conversation. ‘Now for my sister-in-law. Bah!’

Climbing up another perpendicular flight, composed with great mechanical ingenuity of nothing but corner stairs, Mr Ralph Nickleby stopped to take breath on the landing, when he was overtaken by the handmaid, whom the politeness of Miss La Creevy had despatched to announce him, and who had apparently been making a variety of unsuccessful attempts since their last interview, to wipe her dirty face clean upon an apron much dirtier.

‘What name?’ said the girl.

‘Nickleby,’ replied Ralph.

‘Oh! Mrs Nickleby,’ said the girl, throwing open the door, ‘here’s Mr Nickleby.’

A lady in deep mourning rose as Mr Ralph Nickleby entered, but appeared incapable of advancing to meet him, and leant upon the arm of a slight but very beautiful girl of about seventeen,1 who had been sitting by her. A youth, who appeared a year or two older, stepped forward and saluted Ralph as his uncle.

‘Oh,’ growled Ralph, with an ill-favoured frown, ‘you are Nicholas, I suppose?’

‘That is my name, sir,’ replied the youth.

‘Put my hat down,’ said Ralph, imperiously. ‘Well, ma’am, how do you do? You must bear up against sorrow, ma’am; I always do.’

‘Mine was no common loss!’ said Mrs Nickleby, applying her handkerchief to her eyes.

‘It was no uncommon loss, ma’am,’ returned Ralph, as he coolly unbuttoned his spencer. ‘Husbands die every day, ma’am, and wives too.’

‘And brothers also, sir,’ said Nicholas, with a glance of indignation.

‘Yes, sir, and puppies, and pug-dogs likewise,’ replied his uncle, taking a chair. ‘You didn’t mention in your letter what my brother’s complaint was, ma’am.’

‘The doctors could attribute it to no particular disease,’ said Mrs Nickleby, shedding tears. ‘We have too much reason to fear that he died of a broken heart.’

‘Pooh!’ said Ralph, ‘there’s no such thing. I can understand a man’s dying of a broken neck, or suffering from a broken arm, or a broken head, or a broken leg, or a broken nose; but a broken heart – nonsense, it’s the cant of the day. If a man can’t pay his debts, he dies of a broken heart, and his widow’s a martyr.’

‘Some people, I believe, have no hearts to break,’ observed Nicholas, quietly.

‘How old is this boy, for God’s sake?’ inquired Ralph, wheeling back his chair, and surveying his nephew from head to foot with intense scorn.

‘Nicholas is very nearly nineteen,’ replied the widow.

‘Nineteen, eh!’ said Ralph, ‘and what do you mean to do for your bread, sir?’

‘Not to live upon my mother,’ replied Nicholas, his heart swelling as he spoke.

‘You’d have little enough to live upon, if you did,’ retorted the uncle, eyeing him contemptuously.

‘Whatever it be,’ said Nicholas, flushed with anger, ‘I shall not look to you to make it more.’

‘Nicholas, my dear, recollect yourself,’ remonstrated Mrs Nickleby.

‘Dear Nicholas, pray,’ urged the young lady.

‘Hold your tongue, sir,’ said Ralph. ‘Upon my word! Fine beginnings, Mrs Nickleby – fine beginnings!’

Mrs Nickleby made no other reply than entreating Nicholas by a gesture to keep silent, and the uncle and nephew looked at each other for some seconds without speaking. The face of the old man was stern, hard-featured and forbidding; that of the young one, open, handsome, and ingenuous. The old man’s eye was keen with the twinklings of avarice and cunning; the young man’s, bright with the light of intelligence and spirit. His figure was somewhat slight, but manly and well-formed; and apart from all the grace of youth and comeliness, there was an emanation from the warm young heart in his look and bearing which kept the old man down.

However striking such a contrast as this, may be to lookers-on, none ever feel it with half the keenness or acuteness of perfection with which it strikes to the very soul of him whose inferiority it marks. It galled Ralph to the heart’s core, and he hated Nicholas from that hour.

The mutual inspection was at length brought to a close by Ralph withdrawing his eyes with a great show of disdain, and calling Nicholas ‘a boy.’ This word is much used as a term of reproach by elderly gentlemen towards their juniors, probably with the view of deluding society into the belief that if they could be young again, they wouldn’t on any account.

‘Well, ma’am,’ said Ralph, impatiently, ‘the creditors have administered, you tell me, and there’s nothing left for you?’

‘Nothing,’ replied Mrs Nickleby.

‘And you spent what little money you had, in coming all the way to London, to see what I could do for you?’ pursued Ralph.

‘I hoped,’ faltered Mrs Nickleby, ‘that you might have an opportunity of doing something for your brother’s children. It was his dying wish that I should appeal to you in their behalf.’

‘I don’t know how it is,’ muttered Ralph, walking up and down the room, ‘but whenever a man dies without any property of his own, he always

 





Mr Ralph Nickleby’s first visit to his poor relations



seems to think he has a right to dispose of other people’s. What is your daughter fit for, ma’am?’

‘Kate has been well educated,’ sobbed Mrs Nickleby. ‘Tell your uncle, my dear, how far you went in French and extras.’

The poor girl was about to murmur forth something, when her uncle stopped her very unceremoniously.

‘We must try and get you apprenticed at some boarding-school,’ said Ralph. ‘You have not been brought up too delicately for that, I hope?’

‘No, indeed, uncle,’ replied the weeping girl. ‘I will try to do anything that will gain me a home and bread.’

‘Well, well,’ said Ralph, a little softened, either by his niece’s beauty or her distress (stretch a point, and say the latter). ‘You must try it, and if the life is too hard, perhaps dress-making tambour-work2 will come lighter. Have you ever done anything, sir?’ (turning to his nephew.)

‘No,’ replied Nicholas, bluntly.

‘No, I thought not!’ said Ralph. ‘This is the way my brother brought up his children, ma’am.’

‘Nicholas has not long completed such education as his poor father could give him,’ rejoined Mrs Nickleby, ‘and he was thinking of – ’

‘Of making something of him some day,’ said Ralph. ‘The old story; always thinking, and never doing. If my brother had been a man of activity and prudence, he might have left you a rich woman ma’am: and if he had turned his son into the world, as my father turned me, when I wasn’t as old as that boy by a year and a half, he would have been in a situation to help you, instead of being a burden upon you, and increasing your distress. My brother was a thoughtless, inconsiderate man, Mrs Nickleby, and nobody, I am sure, can have better reason to feel that, than you.’

This appeal set the widow upon thinking that perhaps she might have made a more successful venture with her one thousand pounds, and then she began to reflect what a comfortable sum it would have been just then; which dismal thoughts made her tears flow faster, and in the excess of these griefs she (being a well-meaning woman enough, but rather weak withal) fell first to deploring her hard fate, and then to remarking, with many sobs, that to be sure she had been a slave to poor Nicholas, and had often told him she might have married better (as indeed she had, very often), and that she never knew in his lifetime how the money went, but that if he had confided in her they might all have been better off that day; with other bitter recollections common to most married ladies either during their coverture,3 or afterwards, or at both periods. Mrs Nickleby concluded by lamenting that the dear departed had never deigned to profit by her advice, save on one occasion: which was a strictly veracious statement, inasmuch as he had only acted upon it once, and had ruined himself in consequence.

Mr Ralph Nickleby heard all this with a half smile; and when the widow had finished, quietly took up the subject where it had been left before the above outbreak.

‘Are you willing to work, sir?’ he inquired, frowning on his nephew.

‘Of course I am,’ replied Nicholas haughtily.

‘Then see here, sir,’ said his uncle. ‘This caught my eye this morning, and you may thank your stars for it.’

With this exordium, Mr Ralph Nickleby took a newspaper from his pocket, and after unfolding it, and looking for a short time among the advertisements,4 read as follows.

‘EDUCATION. – At Mr Wackford Squeers’s Academy, Dotheboys Hall, at the delightful village of Dotheboys, near Greta Bridge in Yorkshire. Youth are boarded, clothed, booked, furnished with pocket-money, provided with all necessaries, instructed in all languages, living and dead, mathematics, orthography, geometry, astronomy, trigonometry, the use of the globes, algebra, single stick5 (if required), writing, arithmetic, fortification, and every other branch of classical literature. Terms, twenty guineas per annum. No extras, no vacations, and diet unparalleled. Mr Squeers is in town, and attends daily, from one till four, at the Saracen’s Head, Snow Hill.6 N.B. An able assistant wanted. Annual salary £5. A Master of Arts would be preferred.’

‘There,’ said Ralph, folding the paper again. ‘Let him get that situation, and his fortune is made.’

‘But he is not a Master of Arts,’ said Mrs Nickleby.

‘That,’ replied Ralph, ‘that, I think, can be got over.’

‘But the salary is so small, and it is such a long way off, uncle!’ faltered Kate.

‘Hush, Kate my dear,’ interposed Mrs Nickleby; ‘your uncle must know best.’

‘I say,’ repeated Ralph, tartly, ‘let him get that situation, and his fortune is made. If he don’t like that, let him get one for himself. Without friends, money, recommendation, or knowledge of business of any kind, let him find honest employment in London which will keep him in shoe leather, and I’ll give him a thousand pounds. At least,’ said Mr Ralph Nickleby, checking himself, ‘I would if I had it.’

‘Poor fellow!’ said the young lady. ‘Oh! uncle, must we be separated so soon!’

‘Don’t tease your uncle with questions when he is thinking only for our good, my love,’ said Mrs Nickleby. ‘Nicholas, my dear, I wish you would say something.’

‘Yes, mother, yes,’ said Nicholas, who had hitherto remained silent and absorbed in thought. ‘If I am fortunate enough to be appointed to this post, sir, for which I am so imperfectly qualified, what will become of those I leave behind?’

‘Your mother and sister, sir,’ replied Ralph, ‘will be provided for in that case (not otherwise), by me, and placed in some sphere of life in which they will be able to be independent. That will be my immediate care; they will not remain as they are, one week after your departure, I will undertake.’

‘Then,’ said Nicholas, starting gaily up, and wringing his uncle’s hand, ‘I am ready to do anything you wish me. Let us try our fortune with Mr Squeers at once; he can but refuse.’

‘He won’t do that,’ said Ralph. ‘He will be glad to have you on my recommendation. Make yourself of use to him, and you’ll rise to be a partner in the establishment in no time. Bless me, only think! if he were to die, why your fortune’s made at once.’

‘To be sure, I see it all,’ said poor Nicholas, delighted with a thousand visionary ideas, that his good spirits and his inexperience were conjuring up before him. ‘Or suppose some young nobleman who is being educated at the Hall, were to take a fancy to me, and get his father to appoint me his travelling tutor when he left, and when we come back from the continent, procured me some handsome appointment. Eh! uncle?’

‘Ah, to be sure!’ sneered Ralph.

‘And who knows, but when he came to see me when I was settled (as he would of course), he might fall in love with Kate, who would be keeping my house, and – and – marry her, eh! uncle? Who knows?’

‘Who, indeed!’ snarled Ralph.

‘How happy we should be!’ cried Nicholas with enthusiasm. ‘The pain of parting is nothing to the joy of meeting again. Kate will be a beautiful woman, and I so proud to hear them say so, and mother so happy to be with us once again, and all these sad times forgotten, and – ’ The picture was too bright a one to bear, and Nicholas, fairly overpowered by it, smiled faintly, and burst into tears.

This simple family, born and bred in retirement, and wholly unacquainted with what is called the world – a conventional phrase which, being interpreted, signifieth all the rascals in it – mingled their tears together at the thought of their first separation; and, this first gush of feeling over, were proceeding to dilate with all the buoyancy of untried hope on the bright prospects before them, when Mr Ralph Nickleby suggested, that if they lost time, some more fortunate candidate might deprive Nicholas of the stepping-stone to fortune which the advertisement pointed out, and so undermine all their air-built castles. This timely reminder effectually stopped the conversation, and Nicholas having carefully copied the address of Mr Squeers, the uncle and nephew issued forth together in quest of that accomplished gentleman; Nicholas firmly persuading himself that he had done his relative great injustice in disliking him at first sight, and Mrs Nickleby being at some pains to inform her daughter that she was sure he was a much more kindly disposed person than he seemed, which Miss Nickleby dutifully remarked he might very easily be.

To tell the truth, the good lady’s opinion had been not a little influenced by her brother-in-law’s appeal to her better understanding and his implied compliment to her high deserts; and although she had dearly loved her husband and still doted on her children, he had struck so successfully on one of those little jarring chords in the human heart (Ralph was well acquainted with its worst weaknesses, though he knew nothing of its best), that she had already begun seriously to consider herself the amiable and suffering victim of her late husband’s imprudence.


CHAPTER 4

Nicholas and his Uncle (to secure the Fortune without loss of time) wait upon Mr Wackford Squeers, the Yorkshire Schoolmaster

Snow Hill! What kind of place can the quiet town’s-people who see the words emblazoned in all the legibility of gilt letters and dark shading on the north-country coaches, take Snow Hill to be? All people have some undefined and shadowy notion of a place whose name is frequently before their eyes or often in their ears, and what a vast number of random ideas there must be perpetually floating about, regarding this same Snow Hill. The name is such a good one. Snow Hill – Snow Hill too, coupled with a Saracen’s Head: picturing to us by a double association of ideas, something stern and rugged. A bleak desolate tract of country, open to piercing blasts and fierce wintry storms – a dark, cold, and gloomy heath, lonely by day, and scarcely to be thought of by honest folks at night – a place which solitary wayfarers shun, and where desperate robbers congregate; – this, or something like this, we imagine must be the prevalent notion of Snow Hill in those remote and rustic parts, through which the Saracen’s Head, like some grim apparition, rushes each day and night with mysterious and ghost-like punctuality, holding its swift and headlong course in all weathers, and seeming to bid defiance to the very elements themselves.

The reality is rather different, but by no means to be despised notwithstanding. There, at 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;1 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 upturned 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.

Near to the jail, and by consequence near to Smithfield2 also, and the Compter3 and the bustle and noise of the city; and just on that particular part of Snow Hill where omnibus horses going eastwards seriously think of falling down on purpose, and where horses in hackney cabriolets going westwards not unfrequently fall by accident, is the coachyard of the Saracen’s Head Inn, its portal guarded by two Saracens’ heads and shoulders, which it was once the pride and glory of the choice spirits of this metropolis to pull down at night, but which have for some time remained in undisturbed tranquillity; possibly because this species of humour is now confined to Saint James’s parish,4 where door-knockers are preferred, as being more portable, and bell-wires esteemed as convenient tooth-picks. Whether this be the reason or not, there they are, frowning upon you from each side of the gateway, and the inn itself, garnished with another Saracen’s Head, frowns upon you from the top of the yard; while from the door of the hind boot of all the red coaches that are standing therein, there glares a small Saracen’s Head with a twin expression to the large Saracens’ Heads below, so that the general appearance of the pile is of the Saracenic order.

When you walk up this yard, you will see the booking-office on your left, and the tower of Saint Sepulchre’s church darting abruptly up into the sky on your right, and a gallery of bedrooms on both sides. Just before you, you will observe a long window with the words ‘coffee-room’ legibly painted above it; and looking out of that window, you would have seen in addition, if you had gone at the right time, Mr Wackford Squeers with his hands in his pockets.

Mr Squeers’s appearance was not prepossessing. He had but one eye, and the popular prejudice runs in favour of two.5 The eye he had was unquestionably useful, but decidedly not ornamental, being of a greenish grey, and in shape resembling the fanlight of a street door. The blank side of his face was much wrinkled and puckered up, which gave him a very sinister appearance, especially when he smiled, at which times his expression bordered closely on the villainous. His hair was very flat and shiny, save at the ends, where it was brushed stiffly up from a low protruding forehead, which assorted well with his harsh voice and coarse manner. He was about two or three and fifty, and a trifle below the middle size; he wore a white neckerchief with long ends, and a suit of scholastic black, but his coat sleeves being a great deal too long, and his trousers a great deal too short, he appeared ill at ease in his clothes, and as if he were in a perpetual state of astonishment at finding himself so respectable.

Mr Squeers was standing in a box by one of the coffee-room fire-places, fitted with one such table as is usually seen in coffee-rooms, and two of extraordinary shapes and dimensions made to suit the angles of the partition. In a corner of the seat was a very small deal trunk, tied round with a scanty piece of cord; and on the trunk was perched – his lace-up half-boots and corduroy trousers dangling in the air – a diminutive boy, with his shoulders drawn up to his ears, and his hands planted on his knees, who glanced timidly at the schoolmaster from time to time with evident dread and apprehension.

‘Half-past three,’ muttered Mr Squeers, turning from the window, and looking sulkily at the coffee-room clock. ‘There will be nobody here today.’

Much vexed by this reflection, Mr Squeers looked at the little boy to see whether he was doing anything he could beat him for: as he happened not to be doing anything at all, he merely boxed his ears, and told him not to do it again.

‘At Midsummer,’ muttered Mr Squeers, resuming his complaint, ‘I took down ten boys; ten twentys – two hundred pound. I go back at eight o’clock tomorrow morning, and have got only three – three oughts an ought – three twos six – sixty pound. What’s come of all the boys? what’s parents got in their heads? what does it all mean?’

Here the little boy on the top of the trunk gave a violent sneeze.

‘Halloa, sir!’ growled the schoolmaster, turning round. ‘What’s that, sir?’

‘Nothing, please sir,’ replied the little boy.

‘Nothing, sir!’ exclaimed Mr Squeers.

‘Please sir, I sneezed,’ rejoined the boy, trembling till the little trunk shook under him.

‘Oh! sneezed, did you?’ retorted Mr Squeers. ‘Then what did you say ‘‘nothing’’ for, sir?’

In default of a better answer to this question, the little boy screwed a couple of knuckles into each of his eyes and began to cry, wherefore Mr Squeers knocked him off the trunk with a blow on one side of his face, and knocked him on again with a blow on the other.

‘Wait till I get you down into Yorkshire, my young gentleman,’ said Mr Squeers, ‘and then I’ll give you the rest. Will you hold that noise, sir?’

‘Ye – ye – yes,’ sobbed the little boy, rubbing his face very hard with the Beggar’s Petition in printed calico.6

‘Then do so at once, sir,’ said Squeers. ‘Do you hear?’

As this admonition was accompanied with a threatening gesture, and uttered with a savage aspect, the little boy rubbed his face harder, as if to keep the tears back; and, beyond alternately sniffing and choking, gave no further vent to his emotions.

‘Mr Squeers,’ said the waiter, looking in at this juncture; ‘here’s a gentleman asking for you at the bar.’

‘Show the gentleman in, Richard,’ replied Mr Squeers, in a soft voice. ‘Put your handkerchief in your pocket, you little scoundrel, or I’ll murder you when the gentleman goes.’

The schoolmaster had scarcely uttered these words in a fierce whisper, when the stranger entered. Affecting not to see him, Mr Squeers feigned to be intent upon mending a pen, and offering benevolent advice to his youthful pupil.

‘My dear child,’ said Mr Squeers, ‘all people have their trials. This early trial of yours that is fit to make your little heart burst, and your very eyes come out of your head with crying, what is it? Nothing; less than nothing. You are leaving your friends, but you will have a father in me, my dear, and a mother in Mrs Squeers. At the delightful village of Dotheboys, near Greta Bridge, in Yorkshire, where youth are boarded, clothed, booked, washed, furnished with pocket-money, provided with all necessaries – ’

‘It is the gentleman,’ observed the stranger, stopping the schoolmaster in the rehearsal of his advertisement. ‘Mr Squeers, I believe, sir?’

‘The same, sir,’ said Mr Squeers, with an assumption of extreme surprise.

‘The gentleman,’ said the stranger, ‘that advertised in the Times newspaper?’

‘ – Morning Post, Chronicle, Herald, and Advertiser, regarding the
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Academy called Dotheboys Hall at the delightful village of Dotheboys, near Greta Bridge, in Yorkshire,’ added Mr Squeers. ‘You come on business, sir. I see by my young friends. How do you do, my little gentlemen? and how do you do, sir?’ With this salutation Mr Squeers patted the heads of two hollow-eyed, small-boned little boys, whom the applicant had brought with him, and waited for further communications.

‘I am in the oil and colour way. My name is Snawley, sir,’ said the stranger.

Squeers inclined his head as much as to say, ‘And a remarkably pretty name, too.’

The stranger continued. ‘I have been thinking, Mr Squeers, of placing my two boys at your school.’

‘It is not for me to say so, sir,’ replied Mr Squeers, ‘but I don’t think you could possibly do a better thing.’

‘Hem!’ said the other. ‘Twenty pounds per annewum, I believe, Mr Squeers?’

‘Guineas,’ rejoined the schoolmaster, with a persuasive smile.

‘Pounds for two, I think, Mr Squeers,’ said Mr Snawley solemnly.

‘I don’t think it could be done, sir,’ replied Squeers, as if he had never considered the proposition before. ‘Let me see; four fives is twenty, double that, and deduct the – well, a pound either way shall not stand betwixt us. You must recommend me to your connection, sir, and make it up that way.’

‘They are not great eaters,’ said Mr Snawley.

‘Oh! that doesn’t matter at all,’ replied Squeers. ‘We don’t consider the boys’ appetites at our establishment.’ This was strictly true; they did not.

‘Every wholesome luxury, sir, that Yorkshire can afford,’ continued Squeers; ‘every beautiful moral that Mrs Squeers can instil; every – in short, every comfort of a home that a boy could wish for, will be theirs, Mr Snawley.’

‘I should wish their morals to be particularly attended to,’ said Mr Snawley.

‘I am glad of that, sir,’ replied the schoolmaster, drawing himself up. ‘They have come to the right shop for morals, sir.’

‘You are a moral man yourself,’ said Mr Snawley.

‘I rather believe I am, sir,’ replied Squeers.

‘I have the satisfaction to know you are, sir,’ said Mr Snawley. ‘I asked one of your references, and he said you were pious.’

‘Well, sir, I hope I am a little in that way,’ replied Squeers.

‘I hope I am also,’ rejoined the other. ‘Could I say a few words with you in the next box?’

‘By all means,’ rejoined Squeers, with a grin. ‘My dears, will you speak to your new playfellow a minute or two? That is one of my boys, sir. Belling his name is, – a Taunton boy that, sir.’

‘Is he, indeed?’ rejoined Mr Snawley, looking at the poor little urchin as if he were some extraordinary natural curiosity.

‘He goes down with me tomorrow, sir,’ said Squeers. ‘That’s his luggage that he is sitting upon now. Each boy is required to bring, sir, two suits of clothes, six shirts, six pair of stockings, two nightcaps, two pocket-handkerchiefs, two pair of shoes, two hats, and a razor.’

‘A razor!’ exclaimed Mr Snawley, as they walked into the next box. ‘What for?’

‘To shave with,’ replied Squeers, in a slow and measured tone.

There was not much in these three words, but there must have been something in the manner in which they were said, to attract attention, for the schoolmaster and his companion looked steadily at each other for a few seconds, and then exchanged a very meaning smile. Snawley was a sleek flat-nosed man, clad in sombre garments, and long black gaiters, and bearing in his countenance an expression of much mortification and sanctity, so that his smiling without any obvious reason was the more remarkable.

‘Up to what age do you keep boys at your school then?’ he asked at length.

‘Just as long as their friends make the quarterly payments to my agent in town, or until such time as they run away,’ replied Squeers. ‘Let us understand each other; I see we may safely do so. What are these boys; – natural children?’7

‘No,’ rejoined Snawley, meeting the gaze of the schoolmaster’s one eye. ‘They ain’t.’

‘I thought they might be,’ said Squeers, coolly. ‘We have a good many of them; that boy’s one.’

‘Him in the next box?’ said Snawley.

Squeers nodded in the affirmative, and his companion took another peep at the little boy on the trunk, and turning round again, looked as if he were quite disappointed to see him so much like other boys, and said he should hardly have thought it.

‘He is,’ cried Squeers. ‘But about these boys of yours; you wanted to speak to me?’

‘Yes,’ replied Snawley. ‘The fact is, I am not their father, Mr Squeers. I’m only their father-in-law.’8

‘Oh! Is that it?’ said the schoolmaster. ‘That explains it at once. I was wondering what the devil you were going to send them to Yorkshire for. Ha! ha! Oh, I understand now.’

‘You see I have married the mother,’ pursued Snawley; ‘it’s expensive keeping boys at home, and as she has a little money in her own right, I am afraid (women are so very foolish, Mr Squeers) that she might be led to squander it on them, which would be their ruin, you know.’

‘I see,’ returned Squeers, throwing himself back in his chair, and waving his hand.

‘And this,’ resumed Snawley, ‘has made me anxious to put them to some school a good distance off, where there are no holidays – none of those ill-judged comings home twice a year that unsettle children’s minds so – and where they may rough it a little – you comprehend?’

‘The payments regular, and no questions asked,’ said Squeers, nodding his head.

‘That’s it, exactly,’ rejoined the other. ‘Morals strictly attended to, though.’

‘Strictly,’ said Squeers.

‘Not too much writing home allowed, I suppose?’ said the father-in-law, hesitating.

‘None, except a circular at Christmas, to say that they never were so happy, and hope they may never be sent for,’ rejoined Squeers.

‘Nothing could be better,’ said the father-in-law, rubbing his hands.

‘Then, as we understand each other,’ said Squeers, ‘will you allow me to ask you whether you consider me a highly virtuous, exemplary, and well-conducted man in private life; and whether, as a person whose business it is to take charge of youth, you place the strongest confidence in my unimpeachable integrity, liberality, religious principles and ability?’

‘Certainly I do,’ replied the father-in-law, reciprocating the schoolmaster’s grin.

‘Perhaps you won’t object to say that, if I make you a reference?’

‘Not the least in the world.’

‘That’s your sort,’ said Squeers, taking up a pen; ‘this is doing business, and that’s what I like.’

Having entered Mr Snawley’s address, the schoolmaster had next to perform the still more agreeable office of entering the receipt of the first quarter’s payment in advance, which he had scarcely completed, when another voice was heard inquiring for Mr Squeers.

‘Here he is,’ replied the schoolmaster; ‘what is it?’

‘Only a matter of business, sir,’ said Ralph Nickleby, presenting himself, closely followed by Nicholas. ‘There was an advertisement of yours in the papers this morning?’

‘There was, sir. This way, if you please,’ said Squeers, who had by this time got back to the box by the fire-place. ‘Won’t you be seated?’

‘Why, I think I will,’ replied Ralph, suiting the action to the word, and placing his hat on the table before him. ‘This is my nephew, sir, Mr Nicholas Nickleby.’

‘How do you do, sir?’ said Squeers.

Nicholas bowed: said he was very well, and seemed very much astonished at the outward appearance of the proprietor of Dotheboys Hall, as indeed he was.

‘Perhaps you recollect me?’ said Ralph, looking narrowly at the schoolmaster.

‘You paid me a small account at each of my half-yearly visits to town, for some years, I think, sir,’ replied Squeers.

‘I did,’ rejoined Ralph.

‘For the parents of a boy named Dorker, who unfortunately – ’

‘ – unfortunately died at Dotheboys Hall,’ said Ralph, finishing the sentence.

‘I remember very well, sir,’ rejoined Squeers. ‘Ah! Mrs Squeers, sir, was as partial to that lad as if he had been her own; the attention, sir, that was bestowed upon that boy in his illness – dry toast and warm tea offered him every night and morning when he couldn’t swallow anything – a candle in his bedroom on the very night he died – the best dictionary sent up for him to lay his head upon. – I don’t regret it though. It is a pleasant thing to reflect that one did one’s duty by him.’

Ralph smiled as if he meant anything but smiling, and looked round at the strangers present.

‘These are only some pupils of mine,’ said Wackford Squeers, pointing to the little boy on the trunk and the two little boys on the floor, who had been staring at each other without uttering a word, and writhing their bodies into most remarkable contortions, according to the custom of little boys when they first become acquainted. ‘This gentleman, sir, is a parent who is kind enough to compliment me upon the course of education adopted at Dotheboys Hall, which is situated, sir, at the delightful village of Dotheboys, near Greta Bridge, in Yorkshire, where youth are boarded, clothed, booked, washed, furnished with pocket-money –’

‘Yes, we know all about that, sir,’ interrupted Ralph, testily. ‘It’s in the advertisement.’

‘You are very right, sir; it is in the advertisement,’ replied Squeers.

‘And in the matter of fact besides,’ interrupted Mr Snawley. ‘I feel bound to assure you, sir, and I am proud to have this opportunity of assuring you, that I consider Mr Squeers a gentleman highly virtuous, exemplary, well-conducted, and –’

‘I make no doubt of it, sir,’ interrupted Ralph, checking the torrent of recommendation; ‘no doubt of it at all. Suppose we come to business?’

‘With all my heart, sir,’ rejoined Squeers. ‘ “Never postpone business,” is the very first lesson we instil into our commercial pupils. Master Belling, my dear, always remember that; do you hear?’

‘Yes, sir,’ repeated Master Belling.

‘He recollects what it is, does he?’ said Ralph.

‘Tell the gentleman,’ said Squeers.

‘ “Never,” ’ repeated Master Belling.

‘Very good,’ said Squeers; ‘go on.’

‘Never,’ repeated Master Belling again.

‘Very good indeed,’ said Squeers. ‘Yes.’

‘P,’ suggested Nicholas, good-naturedly.

‘Perform – business!’ said Master Belling. ‘Never – perform – business!’

‘Very well, sir,’ said Squeers, darting a withering look at the culprit. ‘You and I will perform a little business on our private account bye and bye.’

‘And just now,’ said Ralph, ‘we had better transact our own, perhaps.’

‘If you please,’ said Squeers.

‘Well,’ resumed Ralph, ‘it’s brief enough; soon broached, and I hope easily concluded. You have advertised for an able assistant, sir?’

‘Precisely so,’ said Squeers.

‘And you really want one?’

‘Certainly,’ answered Squeers.

‘Here he is,’ said Ralph. ‘My nephew Nicholas, hot from school, with everything he learnt there, fermenting in his head, and nothing fermenting in his pocket, is just the man you want.’

‘I am afraid,’ said Squeers perplexed with such an application from a youth of Nicholas’s figure, ‘I am afraid the young man won’t suit me.’

‘Yes, he will,’ said Ralph; ‘I know better. Don’t be cast down, sir; you will be teaching all the young noblemen in Dotheboys Hall in less than a week’s time, unless this gentleman is more obstinate than I take him to be.’

‘I fear, sir,’ said Nicholas, addressing Mr Squeers, ‘that you object to my youth, and my not being a Master of Arts?’

‘The absence of a college degree is an objection,’ replied Squeers, looking as grave as he could, and considerably puzzled, no less by the contrast between the simplicity of the nephew and the worldly manner of the uncle, than by the incomprehensible allusion to the young noblemen under his tuition.

‘Look here, sir,’ said Ralph; ‘I’ll put this matter in its true light in two seconds.’

‘If you’ll have the goodness,’ rejoined Squeers.

‘This is a boy, or a youth, or a lad, or a young man, or a hobbledehoy, or whatever you like to call him, of eighteen or nineteen, or thereabouts,’ said Ralph.

‘That I see,’ observed the schoolmaster.

‘So do I,’ said Mr Snawley, thinking it as well to back his new friend occasionally.

‘His father is dead, he is wholly ignorant of the world, has no resources whatever, and wants something to do,’ said Ralph. ‘I recommend him to this splendid establishment of yours, as an opening which will lead him to fortune, if he turns it to proper account. Do you see that?’

‘Everybody must see that,’ replied Squeers, half imitating the sneer with which the old gentleman was regarding his unconscious relative.

‘I do, of course,’ said Nicholas eagerly.

‘He does, of course, you observe,’ said Ralph, in the same dry, hard manner. ‘If any caprice of temper should induce him to cast aside this golden opportunity before he has brought it to perfection, I consider myself absolved from extending any assistance to his mother and sister. Look at him, and think of the use he may be to you in half a dozen ways. Now the question is, whether, for some time to come at all events, he won’t serve your purpose better than twenty of the kind of people you would get under ordinary circumstances. Isn’t that a question for consideration?’

‘Yes, it is,’ said Squeers, answering a nod of Ralph’s head with a nod of his own.

‘Good,’ rejoined Ralph. ‘Let me have two words with you.’

The two words were had apart, and in a couple of minutes Mr Wackford Squeers announced that Mr Nicholas Nickleby was from that moment thoroughly nominated to, and installed in, the office of first assistant master at Dotheboys Hall.

‘Your uncle’s recommendation has done it, Mr Nickleby,’ said Wackford Squeers.

Nicholas, overjoyed at his success, shook his uncle’s hand warmly, and could have worshipped Squeers upon the spot.

‘He is an odd-looking man,’ thought Nicholas. ‘What of that? Porson9was an odd-looking man, and so was Doctor Johnson; all these bookworms are.’

‘At eight o’clock tomorrow morning, Mr Nickleby,’ said Squeers, ‘the coach starts. You must be here at a quarter before, as we take these boys with us.’

‘Certainly, sir,’ said Nicholas.

‘And your fare down, I have paid,’ growled Ralph. ‘So you’ll have nothing to do but keep yourself warm.’

Here was another instance of his uncle’s generosity! Nicholas felt his unexpected kindness so much, that he could scarcely find words to thank him; indeed, he had not found half enough, when they took leave of the schoolmaster and emerged from the Saracen’s Head gateway.

‘I shall be here in the morning to see you fairly off,’ said Ralph. ‘No skulking!’

‘Thank you, sir,’ replied Nicholas; ‘I never shall forget this kindness.’

‘Take care you don’t,’ replied his uncle. ‘You had better go home now, and pack up what you have got to pack. Do you think you could find your way to Golden Square first?’

‘Certainly,’ said Nicholas, ‘I can easily inquire.’

‘Leave these papers with my clerk, then,’ said Ralph, producing a small parcel, ‘and tell him to wait till I come home.’

Nicholas cheerfully undertook the errand, and bidding his worthy uncle an affectionate farewell, which that warm-hearted old gentleman acknowledged by a growl, hastened away to execute his commission.

He found Golden Square in due course; and Mr Noggs, who had stepped out for a minute or so to the public-house, was opening the door with a latch-key as he reached the steps.

‘What’s that?’ inquired Noggs, pointing to the parcel.

‘Papers from my uncle,’ replied Nicholas; ‘and you’re to have the goodness to wait till he comes home, if you please.’

‘Uncle!’ cried Noggs.

‘Mr Nickleby,’ said Nicholas in explanation.

‘Come in,’ said Newman.

Without another word he led Nicholas into the passage, and thence into the official pantry at the end of it, where he thrust him into a chair, and mounting upon his high stool, sat with his arms hanging straight down by his sides, gazing fixedly upon him as from a tower of observation.

‘There is no answer,’ said Nicholas, laying the parcel on a table beside him.

Newman said nothing, but folding his arms, and thrusting his head forward so as to obtain a nearer view of Nicholas’s face, scanned his features closely.

‘No answer,’ said Nicholas, speaking very loud, under the impression that Newman Noggs was deaf.

Newman placed his hands upon his knees, and without uttering a syllable, continued the same close scrutiny of his companion’s face.

This was such a very singular proceeding on the part of an utter stranger, and his appearance was so extremely peculiar, that Nicholas, who had a sufficiently keen sense of the ridiculous, could not refrain from breaking into a smile as he inquired whether Mr Noggs had any commands for him.

Noggs shook his head and sighed; upon which Nicholas rose, and remarking that he required no rest, bade him good morning.

It was a great exertion for Newman Noggs, and nobody knows to this day how he ever came to make it, the other party being wholly unknown to him, but he drew a long breath and actually said out loud, without once stopping, that if the young gentleman did not object to tell, he should like to know what his uncle was going to do for him.

Nicholas had not the least objection in the world, but on the contrary was rather pleased to have an opportunity of talking on the subject which occupied his thoughts; so he sat down again, and (his sanguine imagination warming as he spoke) entered into a fervent and glowing description of all the honours and advantages to be derived from his appointment at that seat of learning, Dotheboys Hall.

‘But, what’s the matter – are you ill?’ said Nicholas, suddenly breaking off, as his companion, after throwing himself into a variety of uncouth attitudes, thrust his hands under the stool and cracked his finger-joints as if he were snapping all the bones in his hands.

Newman Noggs made no reply, but went on shrugging his shoulders and cracking his finger-joints, smiling horribly all the time, and looking steadfastly at nothing, out of the tops of his eyes, in a most ghastly manner.

At first Nicholas thought the mysterious man was in a fit, but on further consideration decided that he was in liquor, under which circumstances he deemed it prudent to make off at once. He looked back when he had got the street-door open. Newman Noggs was still indulging in the same extraordinary gestures, and the cracking of his fingers sounded louder than ever.

*


[II]

CHAPTER 5

Nicholas starts for Yorkshire. – of his Leave-taking and his Fellow Travellers, and what befell them on the road

If tears dropped into a trunk were charms to preserve its owner from sorrow and misfortune, Nicholas Nickleby would have commenced his expedition under most happy auspices. There was so much to be done, and so little time to do it in, so many kind words to be spoken, and such bitter pain in the hearts in which they rose to impede their utterance, that the little preparations for his journey were made mournfully indeed. A hundred things which the anxious care of his mother and sister deemed indispensable for his comfort, Nicholas insisted on leaving behind, as they might prove of some after use, or might be convertible into money if occasion required. A hundred affectionate contests on such points as these, took place on the sad night which preceded his departure; and, as the termination of every angerless dispute brought them nearer and nearer to the close of their slight preparations, Kate grew busier and busier, and wept more silently.

The box was packed at last, and then there came supper, with some little delicacy provided for the occasion, and as a set-off against the expense of which, Kate and her mother had feigned to dine when Nicholas was out. The poor lad nearly choked himself by attempting to partake of it, and almost suffocated himself in affecting a jest or two, and forcing a melancholy laugh. Thus they lingered on till the hour of separating for the night was long past: and then they found that they might as well have given vent to their real feelings before, for they could not suppress them, do what they would. So they let them have their way, and even that was a relief.

Nicholas slept well till six next morning; dreamed of home, or of what was home once – no matter which, for things that are changed or gone will come back as they used to be, thank God, in sleep – and rose quite brisk and gay. He wrote a few lines in pencil to say the good-bye which he was afraid to pronounce himself, and laying them with half his scanty stock of money at his sister’s door, shouldered his box and crept softly downstairs.

‘Is that you, Hannah?’ cried a voice from Miss La Creevy’s sitting-room, whence shone the light of a feeble candle.

‘It is I, Miss La Creevy,’ said Nicholas, putting down the box and looking in.

‘Bless us!’ exclaimed Miss La Creevy, starting and putting her hand to her curl-papers; ‘You’re up very early, Mr Nickleby.’

‘So are you,’ replied Nicholas.

‘It’s the fine arts that bring me out of bed, Mr Nickleby,’ returned the lady. ‘I’m waiting for the light to carry out an idea.’

Miss La Creevy had got up early to put a fancy nose into a miniature of an ugly little boy, destined for his grandmother in the country, who was expected to bequeath him property if he was like the family.

‘To carry out an idea,’ repeated Miss La Creevy; ‘and that’s the great convenience of living in a thoroughfare like the Strand. When I want a nose or an eye for any particular sitter, I have only to look out of window and wait till I get one.’

‘Does it take long to get a nose, now?’ inquired Nicholas, smiling.

‘Why, that depends in a great measure on the pattern,’ replied Miss La Creevy. ‘Snubs and romans are plentiful enough, and there are flats of all sorts and sizes when there’s a meeting at Exeter Hall,1 but perfect aquilines, I am sorry to say, are scarce, and we generally use them for uniforms or public characters.’

‘Indeed!’ said Nicholas. ‘If I should meet with any in my travels, I’ll endeavour to sketch them for you.’

‘You don’t mean to say that you are really going all the way down into Yorkshire this cold winter’s weather, Mr Nickleby?’ said Miss La Creevy. ‘I heard something of it last night.’

‘I do, indeed,’ replied Nicholas. ‘Needs must, you know, when somebody drives.2 Necessity is my driver, and that is only another name for the same gentleman.’

‘Well, I am very sorry for it, that’s all I can say,’ said Miss La Creevy; ‘as much on your mother’s and sister’s account as on yours. Your sister is a very pretty young lady, Mr Nickleby, and that is an additional reason why she should have somebody to protect her. I persuaded her to give me a sitting or two, for the street-door case. Ah! she’ll make a sweet miniature.’ As Miss La Creevy spoke, she held up an ivory countenance intersected with very perceptible sky-blue veins, and regarded it with so much complacency, that Nicholas quite envied her.

‘If you ever have an opportunity of showing Kate some little kindness,’ said Nicholas, presenting his hand, ‘I think you will.’

‘Depend upon that,’ said the good-natured miniature painter; ‘and God bless you, Mr Nickleby; and I wish you well.’

It was very little that Nicholas knew of the world, but he guessed enough about its ways to think, that if he gave Miss La Creevy one little kiss, perhaps she might not be the less kindly disposed towards those he was leaving behind. So he gave her three or four with a kind of jocose gallantry, and Miss La Creevy evinced no greater symptoms of displeasure than declaring, as she adjusted her yellow turban, that she had never heard of such a thing, and couldn’t have believed it possible.

Having terminated the unexpected interview in this satisfactory manner, Nicholas hastily withdrew himself from the house. By the time he had found a man to carry his box it was only seven o’clock, so he walked slowly on, a little in advance of the porter, and very probably with not half as light a heart in his breast as the man had, although he had no waistcoat to cover it with, and had evidently, from the appearance of his other garments, been spending the night in a stable, and taking his breakfast at a pump.

Regarding with no small curiosity and interest all the busy preparations for the coming day which every street and almost every house displayed; and thinking now and then that it seemed rather hard that so many people of all ranks and stations could earn a livelihood in London, and that he should be compelled to journey so far in search of one, Nicholas speedily arrived at the Saracen’s Head, Snow Hill. Having dismissed his attendant, and seen the box safely deposited in the coach-office, he looked into the coffee-room in search of Mr Squeers.

He found that learned gentleman sitting at breakfast, with the three little boys before noticed, and two others who had turned up by some lucky chance since the interview of the previous day, ranged in a row on the opposite seat. Mr Squeers had before him a small measure of coffee, a plate of hot toast, and a cold round of beef; but he was at that moment intent on preparing breakfast for the little boys.

‘This is twopenn’orth of milk is it, waiter?’ said Mr Squeers, looking down into a large blue mug, and slanting it gently so as to get an accurate view of the quantity of liquid contained in it.

‘That’s twopenn’orth, sir,’ replied the waiter.

‘What a rare article milk is, to be sure, in London!’ said Mr Squeers with a sigh. ‘Just fill that mug up with lukewarm water, William, will you?’

‘To the wery top, sir?’ inquired the waiter. ‘Why, the milk will be drownded.’

‘Never you mind that,’ replied Mr Squeers. ‘Serve it right for being so dear. You ordered that thick bread and butter for three, did you?’

‘Coming directly, sir.’

‘You needn’t hurry yourself,’ said Squeers; ‘there’s plenty of time. Conquer your passions, boys, and don’t be eager after vittles.’ As he uttered this moral precept, Mr Squeers took a large bite out of the cold beef, and recognised Nicholas.

‘Sit down, Mr Nickleby,’ said Squeers. ‘Here we are, a-breakfasting you see.’

Nicholas did not see that anybody was breakfasting except Mr Squeers; but he bowed with all becoming reverence, and looked as cheerful as he could.

‘Oh! that’s the milk and water, is it, William?’ said Squeers. ‘Very good; don’t forget the bread and butter presently.’

At this fresh mention of the bread and butter, the five little boys looked very eager, and followed the waiter out with their eyes; meanwhile Mr Squeers tasted the milk and water.

‘Ah!’ said that gentleman, smacking his lips, ‘here’s richness! Think of the many beggars and orphans in the streets that would be glad of this, little boys. A shocking thing hunger is, isn’t it, Mr Nickleby?’

‘Very shocking, sir,’ said Nicholas.

‘When I say number one,’ pursued Mr Squeers, putting the mug before the children, ‘the boy on the left hand nearest the window may take a drink; and when I say number two the boy next him will go in, and so till we come to number five, which is the last boy. Are you ready?’

‘Yes, sir,’ cried all the little boys with great eagerness.

‘That’s right,’ said Squeers, calmly getting on with his breakfast; ‘keep ready till I tell you to begin. Subdue your appetites, my dears, and you’ve conquered human natur. This is the way we inculcate strength of mind, Mr Nickleby,’ said the schoolmaster, turning to Nicholas, and speaking with his mouth very full of beef and toast.

Nicholas murmured something – he knew not what – in reply, and the little boys dividing their gaze between the mug, the bread and butter (which had by this time arrived), and every morsel which Mr Squeers took into his mouth, remained with strained eyes in torments of expectation.

‘Thank God for a good breakfast,’ said Squeers when he had finished. ‘Number one may take a drink.’

Number one seized the mug ravenously, and had just drunk enough to make him wish for more, when Mr Squeers gave the signal for number two, who gave up at the same interesting moment to number three, and the process was repeated till the milk and water terminated with number five.

‘And now,’ said the schoolmaster, dividing the bread and butter for three into as many portions as there were children, ‘you had better look sharp with your breakfast, for the horn will blow in a minute or two, and then every boy leaves off.’

Permission being thus given to fall to, the boys began to eat voraciously, and in desperate haste, while the schoolmaster (who was in high good humour after his meal) picked his teeth with a fork and looked smilingly on. In a very short time the horn was heard.

‘I thought it wouldn’t be long,’ said Squeers, jumping up and producing a little basket from under the seat; ‘put what you haven’t had time to eat, in here, boys! You’ll want it on the road!’

Nicholas was considerably startled by these very economical arrangements, but he had no time to reflect upon them, for the little boys had to be got up to the top of the coach, and their boxes had to be brought out and put in, and Mr Squeers’s luggage was to be seen carefully deposited in the boot, and all these offices were in his department. He was in the full heat and bustle of concluding these operations, when his uncle, Mr Ralph Nickleby, accosted him.

‘Oh! here you are, sir!’ said Ralph. ‘Here are your mother and sister, sir.’

‘Where!’ cried Nicholas, looking hastily round.

‘Here!’ replied his uncle. ‘Having too much money and nothing at all to do with it, they were paying a hackney coach as I came up, sir.’

‘We were afraid of being too late to see him before he went away from us,’ said Mrs Nickleby, embracing her son, heedless of the unconcerned lookers-on in the coach-yard.

‘Very good, ma’am,’ returned Ralph, ‘you’re the best judge of course. I merely said that you were paying a hackney coach. I never pay a hackney coach, ma’am, I never hire one. I haven’t been in a hackney coach of my own hiring for thirty years, and I hope I shan’t be for thirty more, if I live as long.’

‘I should never have forgiven myself if I had not seen him,’ said Mrs Nickleby. ‘Poor dear boy – going away without his breakfast too, because he feared to distress us.’

‘Mighty fine certainly,’ said Ralph, with great testiness. ‘When I first went to business, ma’am, I took a penny loaf and a ha’porth of milk for my breakfast as I walked to the city every morning; what do you say to that, ma’am? Breakfast! Pshaw!’

‘Now, Nickleby,’ said Squeers, coming up at the moment buttoning his great-coat; ‘I think you’d better get up behind. I’m afraid of one of them boys falling off, and then there’s twenty pound a year gone.’

‘Dear Nicholas,’ whispered Kate, touching her brother’s arm, ‘who is that vulgar man?’

‘Eh!’ growled Ralph, whose quick ears had caught the inquiry. ‘Do you wish to be introduced to Mr Squeers, my dear?’

‘That the schoolmaster! No, uncle. Oh, no!’ replied Kate, shrinking back.

‘I’m sure I heard you say as much, my dear,’ retorted Ralph in his cold sarcastic manner. ‘Mr Squeers, here’s my niece, Nicholas’s sister!’

‘Very glad to make your acquaintance, miss,’ said Squeers, raising his hat an inch or two. ‘I wish Mrs Squeers took gals, and we had you for a teacher. I don’t know, though, whether she mightn’t grow jealous if we had. Ha! Ha! Ha!’

If the proprietor of Dotheboys Hall could have known what was passing in his assistant’s breast at that moment, he would have discovered with some surprise, that he was as near being soundly pummelled as he had ever been in his life. Kate Nickleby having a quicker perception of her brother’s emotions led him gently aside, and thus prevented Mr Squeers from being impressed with the fact in a peculiarly disagreeable manner.

‘My dear Nicholas,’ said the young lady, ‘who is this man? What kind of place can it be that you are going to?’

‘I hardly know, Kate,’ replied Nicholas, pressing his sister’s hand. ‘I suppose the Yorkshire folks are rather rough and uncultivated, that’s all.’

‘But this person,’ urged Kate.

‘Is my employer, or master, or whatever the proper name may be,’ replied Nicholas quickly, ‘and I was an ass to take his coarseness ill. They are looking this way, and it is time I was in my place. Bless you love, and good-bye. Mother; look forward to our meeting again some day. Uncle, farewell! Thank you heartily for all you have done and all you mean to do. Quite ready, sir.’

With these hasty adieux, Nicholas mounted nimbly to his seat, and waved his hand as gallantly as if his heart went with it.

At this moment, when the coachman and guard were comparing notes for the last time before starting, on the subject of the way-bill,3 when porters were screwing out the last reluctant sixpences, itinerant newsmen making the last offer of a morning paper, and the horses giving the last impatient rattle to their harness, Nicholas felt somebody pulling softly at his leg. He looked down, and there stood Newman Noggs, who pushed up into his hand a dirty letter.

‘What’s this?’ inquired Nicholas.

‘Hush!’ rejoined Noggs, pointing to Mr Ralph Nickleby, who was saying a few earnest words to Squeers a short distance off. ‘Take it. Read it. Nobody knows. That’s all.’

‘Stop!’ cried Nicholas.

‘No,’ replied Noggs.

Nicholas cried stop, again, but Newman Noggs was gone.

A minute’s bustle, a banging of the coach doors, a swaying of the vehicle to one side, as the heavy coachman, and still heavier guard, climbed into their seats; a cry of all right, a few notes from the horn, a hasty glance of two sorrowful faces below and the hard features of Mr Ralph Nickleby – and the coach was gone too, and rattling over the stones of Smithfield.

The little boys’ legs being too short to admit of their feet resting upon anything as they sat, and the little boys’ bodies being consequently in imminent hazard of being jerked off the coach, Nicholas had enough to do to hold them on: and between the manual exertion and the mental anxiety attendant upon this task, he was not a little relieved when the coach stopped at the Peacock at Islington. He was still more relieved when a hearty-looking gentleman, with a very good-humoured face, and a very fresh colour, got up behind and proposed to take the other corner of the seat.

‘If we put some of these youngsters in the middle,’ said the newcomer, ‘they’ll be safer in case of their going to sleep; eh?’

‘If you’ll have the goodness, sir,’ replied Squeers, ‘that’ll be the very thing. Mr Nickleby, take three of them boys between you and the gentleman. Belling and the youngest Snawley can sit between me and the guard. Three children,’ said Squeers, explaining to the stranger, ‘books as two.’

‘I have not the least objection I am sure,’ said the fresh-coloured gentleman; ‘I have a brother who wouldn’t object to book his six children as two at any butcher’s or baker’s in the kingdom, I dare say. Far from it.’

‘Six children, sir?’ exclaimed Squeers.

‘Yes, and all boys,’ replied the stranger.

‘Mr Nickleby,’ said Squeers, in great haste, ‘catch hold of that basket. Let me give you a card, sir, of an establishment where those six boys can be brought up in an enlightened, liberal, and moral manner, with no mistake at all about it, for twenty guineas a year each – twenty guineas, sir; or I’d take all the boys together upon a average right through, and say a hundred pound a year for the lot.’

‘Oh!’ said the gentleman, glancing at the card, ‘You are the Mr Squeers mentioned here, I presume?’

‘Yes I am, sir,’ replied the worthy pedagogue; ‘Mr Wackford Squeers is my name, and I’m very far from being ashamed of it. These are some of my boys, sir; that’s one of my assistants, sir – Mr Nickleby, a gentleman’s son, and a good scholar, mathematical, classical, and commercial. We don’t do things by halves at our shop. All manner of learning my boys take down, sir; the expense is never thought of, and they get paternal treatment and washing in.’

‘Upon my word,’ said the gentleman, glancing at Nicholas with a half
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smile, and a more than half expression of surprise, ‘these are advantages indeed.’

‘You may say that, sir,’ rejoined Squeers, thrusting his hands into his great-coat pockets. ‘The most unexceptionable references are given and required. I wouldn’t take a reference with any boy that was not responsible for the payment of five pound five a quarter, no, not if you went down on your knees, and asked me with the tears running down your face to do it.’

‘Highly considerate,’ said the passenger.

‘It’s my great aim and end to be considerate, sir,’ rejoined Squeers. ‘Snawley, junior, if you don’t leave off chattering your teeth, and shaking with the cold, I’ll warm you with a severe thrashing in about half a minute’s time.’

‘Sit fast here, genelmen,’ said the guard as he clambered up.

‘All right behind there, Dick?’ cried the coachman.

‘All right,’ was the reply. ‘Off she goes.’ And off she did go, – if coaches be feminine – amidst a loud flourish from the guard’s horn, and the calm approval of all the judges of coaches and coach-horses congregated at the Peacock, but more especially of the helpers, who stood with the cloths over their arms, watching the coach till it disappeared, and then lounged admiringly stablewards, bestowing various gruff encomiums on the beauty of the turn-out.

When the guard (who was a stout old Yorkshireman) had blown himself quite out of breath, he put the horn into a little tunnel of a basket fastened to the coach-side for the purpose, and giving himself a plentiful shower of blows on the chest and shoulders, observed it was uncommon cold, after which he demanded of every person separately whether he was going right through, and if not where he was going. Satisfactory replies being made to these queries, he surmised that the roads were pretty heavy arter that fall last night, and took the liberty of asking whether any of them gentlemen carried a snuff-box. It happening that nobody did, he remarked with a mysterious air that he had heard a medical gentleman as went down to Grantham last week say how that snuff-taking was bad for the eyes; but for his part he had never found it so, and what he said was, that everybody should speak as they found. Nobody attempting to controvert this position, he took a small brown paper parcel out of his hat, and putting on a pair of horn spectacles (the writing being crabbed) read the direction half-a-dozen times over, having done which he consigned the parcel to its old place, put up his spectacles again, and stared at everybody in turn. After this, he took another blow at the horn by way of refreshment, and having now exhausted his usual topics of conversation folded his arms as well as he could in so many coats, and falling into a solemn silence, looked carelessly at the familiar objects which met his eye on every side as the coach rolled on; the only things he seemed to care for, being horses and droves of cattle, which he scrutinised with a critical air as they were passed upon the road.

The weather was intensely and bitterly cold; a great deal of snow fell from time to time, and the wind was intolerably keen. Mr Squeers got down at almost every stage – to stretch his legs as he said, and as he always came back from such excursions with a very red nose, and composed himself to sleep directly, there is reason to suppose that he derived great benefit from the process. The little pupils having been stimulated with the remains of their breakfast, and further invigorated by sundry small sups of a curious cordial carried by Mr Squeers, which tasted very like toast-and-water put into a brandy bottle by mistake, went to sleep, woke, shivered, and cried, as their feelings prompted. Nicholas and the good-tempered man found so many things to talk about, that between conversing together, and cheering up the boys, the time passed with them as rapidly as it could, under such adverse circumstances.

So the day wore on. At Eton Slocomb4 there was a good coach dinner, of which the box, the four front outsides,5 the one inside, Nicholas, the good-tempered man, and Mr Squeers, partook; while the five little boys were put to thaw by the fire, and regaled with sandwiches. A stage or two further on, the lamps were lighted, and a great to-do occasioned by the taking up at a road-side inn of a very fastidious lady6 with an infinite variety of cloaks and small parcels, who loudly lamented for the behoof of the outsides the non-arrival of her own carriage which was to have taken her on, and made the guard solemnly promise to stop every green chariot he saw coming; which, as it was a dark night and he was sitting with his face the other way, that officer undertook, with many fervent asseverations, to do. Lastly, the fastidious lady, finding there was a solitary gentleman inside, had a small lamp lighted which she carried in her reticule; and being after much trouble shut in, the horses were put into a brisk canter and the coach was once more in rapid motion.

The night and the snow came on together, and dismal enough they were. There was no sound to be heard but the howling of the wind; for the noise of the wheels and the tread of the horses’ feet were rendered inaudible by the thick coating of snow which covered the earth, and was fast increasing every moment. The streets of Stamford were deserted as they passed through the town, and its old churches rose frowning and dark from the whitened ground. Twenty miles further on, two of the front outside passengers wisely availing themselves of their arrival at one of the best inns in England, turned in for the night at the George at Grantham.7 The remainder wrapped themselves more closely in their coats and cloaks, and leaving the light and warmth of the town behind them, pillowed themselves against the luggage and prepared, with many half-suppressed moans, again to encounter the piercing blast which swept across the open country.

They were little more than a stage out of Grantham, or about half-way between it and Newark, when Nicholas, who had been asleep for a short time, was suddenly roused by a violent jerk which nearly threw him from his seat. Grasping the rail, he found that the coach had sunk greatly on one side, though it was still dragged forward by the horses; and while – confused by their plunging and the loud screams of the lady inside – he hesitated for an instant whether to jump off or not, the vehicle turned easily over, and relieved him from all further uncertainty by flinging him into the road.
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THE NEW WORK BY THE AUTHOR OF
“ THE PICKWICK PAPERS.”

QN the Thirty first of March will be published, to be
continued Monthly, price One Shilling, and com-
pleted in Twenty Parts, the First Number of “ THE
LIFE AND ADVENTURES OF NICHOLAS
NICKLEBY ;" containing a faithful account of the
Fortunes, Misfortunes, Uprisings, Downfallings,
and Complete Career of the Nickleby Family—
Edited by « BOZ’—And each Monthly Part
embellished with Two Illustrations by « Priz”

a‘ (4 (2 5
W voclamation,

-

Wf)ﬂ‘tas we are the only true and
lawful « BOZ."”

Anv WAHereas it hath been reported to us, who are
commencing a New Work, to be called-—THE

LIFE & ADVENTURES
NICHOLAS NICKLEBY

THAT some dishonest dullards, resident in the by-streets
and cellars of this town, impose upon the unwary and
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2 PROCLAMATION.

credulous, by producing cheap and wretched imitations
of our delectable Works. AND YLDereas we de-
rive but small comfort under this injury, from the
knowledge that the dishonest dullards aforesaid, cannot,
by reason of their mental smallness, follow near our
heels, but are constrained to creep along by dirty and
little-frequented ways, at a most respectful and humble
distance behind.

aAnd wntt‘eaﬁ, in like manner, as some other vermin are
not worth the killing for the sake of their carcases, so
these kennel pirates are not worth the powder and
shot of the law, inasmuch as whatever damages they
may commit, they are in no condition to pay any.

Tits 1s fo give (Rofice.

FIRSTLY,
TO PIRATES.

THAT we hdve at length devised a mode of execution for
them, so summary and terrible, that if any gang or gangs
thereof presume to hoist but one shred of the colours of the
good ship NICKLEBY, we will hang them on gibbets so
lofty and enduring, that their remains shall be a monument
of our just vengeance to all succeeding ages; and it shall
not lie in the power of any Lord High Admiral, on earth, to
cause them to be taken down again.
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SECONDLY,
TO THE PUBLIC.

THAT in our new work, as in our preceding one, it
will be our aim to amuse, by producing a rapid succassion of
characters and incidents, and describing them as cheerfully
and pleasantly as in us lies; that we have wandered into fresh
fields and pastures new, to seek materials for the purpose;
and that, in behalf of NicHorLas NickLEBY, we confidently
hope to enlist both their heartiest merriment, and their
kindliest sympathies.

THIRDLY,

TO THE POTENTATES OF PATERNOSTER-ROW.
THAT from the TrirTIETH DAY oF MaRcH next, until
further notice, we shall hold our Levees, as heretofore, on the
last evening but one of every month, between the hours of
seven and nine, at our Board of Trade, Number ONE
HunpRrRep AND EIGHTY-s1x in the STrRaND, LoxpoN; where
we again request the attendance (in vast crowds) of their accre-
dited agents and ambassadors. Gentlemen to wear knots upon
their shoulders ; and patent cabs to draw up with their doors

towards the grand entrance, for the convenience of loading.

@5 iDLAY at the office of our Board of Trade aforesaid,
in the presence of our Secretaries, EDWARD
CHAPMAN & WILLIAM HALL, on this
Twenty-eighth day of February, One Thousand
Eight Hundred and Thirty-eight.

J2.

(Siguob)
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