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My Early Childhood

Preview Questions

1. Look at the title of this chapter. What is the writer going to talk about?
2. Do you think the picture is of the writer? Why or why not?
3. Do you like books in the first person (“I”)? Why or why not?

e S S

To begin at the beginning: I was born on a Friday at
twelve o’clock at night. My mother’s nurse believed
that I was going to be unlucky because midnight was unlucky.
I was born at Blunderstone in Suffolk, England, six months
after my father died. There was only my mother and me in
our family. Well, there was an aunt of my father’s called
Betsey Trotwood. She was very unhappy in her marriage,
and her husband left her and went to India, so she lived
all alone by the sea. However, I never saw her while I was
growing up. |

Now on that Friday night when I was born, my mother
was sitting by the fire, feeling very sick and sad. Suddenly,
she saw a strange woman coming up the garden path.
Mother was immediately frightened of this woman, who
stood so straight and tall. This woman walked quickly to
the window and looked inside.

It was Betsey Trotwood. My mother got up and stood
behind a chair as Miss Betsey came in.

“You must be Mrs. Copperfield,” said the aunt.

“Yes,” said my mother.

“I have come to see your baby girl,” said Miss Betsey.
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“Ask your servant to come in.”

“It might not be a girl,” said my mother.

“Nonsense!” said Miss Betsey.

“Peggotty,” called my mother. Peggotty was our servant;
she looked after us. She came to my mother right away.

“Get the doctor,” said Miss Betsey to Peggotty. “Mrs.
Copperfield needs help.”

Soon afterwards, our doctor arrived. He was a kind old
man and was surprised to see Miss Betsey there. He took
mother upstairs, and my aunt sat downstairs. My aunt
waited. After an hour or two, the doctor came back down
to see her.

“It’s going slowly. Mrs. Copperfield is not very strong.”

He went back upstairs, and again Miss Betsey waited—
for a girl.

At midnight he came downstairs and said, “Mrs.
Copperfield is safe and well. She has a beautiful baby boy.”

At this, my aunt stood up and hit him with her bonnet.
She didn’t say a word and left the house. She never came
back, just like a bad fairy.

* % %

While I was a young child, I lived with the two people 1
loved most—my mother and our servant, Peggotty. We lived
in a beautiful old house with a large garden, and Peggotty
looked after us. She cooked and cleaned and read me stories.
I loved her dark kitchen. She worked very hard, and we lived
a wonderful life.

One night, I was sitting with her while she was reading
a children’s book to me.
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“Are you married, Peggotty?”

“Goodness, no,” said Peggotty.

“Don’t you want a husband? You’re very pretty.”

“Goodness, no, Davy. I’ve never had a husband, and I
don’t want one. What would your mother do without
me?”

Then she took me up to bed.

The next day, my mother came home with a strange man.
He was tall and dark. Mother said, “This is Mr. Murdstone,
Davy. Shake hands.”

I didn’t like the man. He didn’t smile, and he said, “You
shouldn’t kiss David so much, Mrs. Copperfield.” Then to
me he said, “Let’s be best friends, David. Shake hands.” 1
gave him my left hand. “That’s the wrong hand!” laughed
Mr. Murdstone.

Later, I found Mother and Peggotty crying. Peggotty was
saying, “Mr. Copperfield wouldn’t like this one, miss.” |
didn’t understand.

A few days later, Peggotty asked me if I wanted to go to
Yarmouth to see her brother.

“Oh, yes, please, Peggotty!” I replied.

So Peggotty and I set off the next day for her brother’s
place in Yarmouth. The horse was slow, so the journey felt
very long. Then Peggotty fell asleep, but she brought lots
of food, so our trip was still exciting.

Finally, we arrived at the beach.

“Look!” she said. “There’s our house, Master Davy.”

I looked but all I could see was an upside-down boat
with a chimney. It was their house! We went inside, and it
was beautifully clean. I met Mr. Ham Peggotty, Peggotty’s
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brother, a little boy called Ham, and a little girl called Emily,
whom I thought was very beautiful.

“Is this your daughter, Mr. Peggotty?” I asked.

“No, she’s my niece. And that boy, Ham, is my nephew,
my brother’s son. I have no children.”

“So where are their fathers?”

Mr. Peggotty looked serious and said, “Drowned.”

[ felt sad, and Peggotty said I should get to bed.

We stayed at the boathouse for two weeks. During that
time, I played with Emily a lot. We went down to the beach,
and I felt close to her. She had no father, just like me.

There was one other person in the boathouse—a Mrs.
Gummidge. She was old and often said, “Oh, I'm all alone
and no one cares for me!” I kept out of her way.

After two weeks, Peggotty and I said goodbye to Peggotty’s
family. I was glad to be home but was upset when mother
didn’t come out to meet me.

“Oh, Peggotty, is she dead?”

“No, no, Master Davy. You should know that you have
a new father.”

My heart felt cold. We went inside. Mother and Mr.
Murdstone were sitting in the parlor. Mother got up to greet
me, but she seemed timid.

“Now, Clara, my dear. Don’t fuss over the boy,” said Mr.
Murdstone. “Davy, you have a new bedroom. Go there.”

I went upstairs and cried myself to sleep.

In the morning, Mother came to see me and kissed me.
But right after came Mr. Murdstone.

“Now, Clara, leave him alone. Go away, and I will talk
to the boy.” Mother left. “David, if [ want to train a bad
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dog, what do I do?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“I hit him. Now wash your face and be a good boy.”

I thought things were bad, but they got worse. The next
day, Mr. Murdstone’s sister arrived. She was just like him
—tall and dark and hard. She took the keys to the house
from my mother. Mother tried to fight her, but she was
too weak.

Every night, the Murdstones watched me as my mother
asked me to recite a book from memory. I tried to remember.
Before I went into the parlor, I knew everything perfectly,
but once I started to speak, I said the wrong words. Mr.
Murdstone looked at me and said to my mother, “Clara,
make him do it again.”

I tried again but made more mistakes. Miss Murdstone
tapped her foot. They looked at me angrily.

“Try again, Davy,” said my mother.

“Don’t help him,” said Mr. Murdstone. “He’s just lazy.”

“Please, sir, I'm not!” I said.

Every night it was the same. Finally, Mr. Murdstone
brought in a whip.

I was frightened. I looked at Mother, and she was
frightened for me.

“Now, Davy, recite your book.”

I couldn’t. I saw the whip in Mr. Murdstone’s hand.

“Well, Clara, I see I’'ll have to teach him a lesson.”

He moved toward me and caught me. His arm went around
my small body. Immediately, I bit him! It was so sudden.

Mr. Murdstone carried me to my room and threw me
on the bed. I lay there crying and crying. He left me alone.
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Five days later, I went away. Away from mother. Away
from Peggotty. And away from my lovely home. I was on
my way to boarding school.

Review Questions

e A

4 1. Why do you think Mrs. Copperfield was so weak?
! 2. Why did Mr. Murdstone get so angry with David?
| 3. Why do you think David was sent to boarding school?

A ekeegx s
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School Days

Preview Questions

1. What kind of school do you think this will be?
2. Do you think David will like the school?
3. Do you think David will get along with the other students?

got into the carriage and started to cry. The old

coachman whose name was Barkis told me to dry
my tears. He asked me about Peggotty and whether she
was a good cook. I said that she was and he said, “Tell
her that Barkis is willing.”

We stopped at a coach-house, and I went into the dining
room. I had three shillings with me and asked for some
food. The waiter served me, but he helped me eat all my
food! I was still hungry, but I didn’t say anything. I asked
him for some paper, which he brought.

“Paper costs money,” he said. So I gave him a shilling.

I wrote to Peggotty and told her that Barkis was willing.
Then I got back on the coach to London. It took a long time,
but finally the coach stopped and I got out. Mr. Mell, a
teacher from the school, was waiting for me. He was a thin,
sad man.

He and I walked to the school. We stopped on the way
for breakfast at an old woman’s house. Mr. Mell played
the flute, but it was a very sad song.

We got to the school, but there was no one there.

“It’s holidays. Only really bad boys stay at the school
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when it’s holidays,” explained Mr. Mell.

We went into the dormitory. I saw a sign that said, “Take
care of him. He bites.” I looked around. Where was the
dangerous boy or perhaps a dog? No one else was around.
I looked at Mr. Mell. He shook his head. “The sign is for
you, David. You must wear it.”

I put it on. [ was eight years old and felt so alone.

After about a month of this, the principal and all the
boys came back to Salem House. The principal’s name was
Mr. Creakle and he was a horrible man. He asked for me
as soon as he came home.

A man with a wooden leg took me into his part of the
school—which was a lot better than where the rest of us
lived. With my sign around my neck, I looked at Mr.
Creakle and his wife.

“So!” he said. “You bite, do you? Well, let’s see if you can
bite this!” He spoke very quietly, and the man with the
wooden leg repeated his words after him. He took me by
the ear and pinched it hard.

“You may go. Take him away,” said Mr. Creakle. I asked
Mr. Creakle if I could take the sign off from around my
neck. He jumped out of his chair and chased me out of the
room. I ran to the dormitory and lay, shaking, for hours.

The first boy to come back the next day was a student
named Traddles. He told me that Mr. Sharp, another teacher,
wore a wig. Traddles became a great friend. He introduced
me to all the other boys. Although there were a few who
danced around me like I was a wild dog, most of the boys
felt sorry for me and my sign.

Then I met Steerforth—one of the oldest boys in the
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school. He asked me if I had any money, and I told him I
had seven shillings from Peggotty. He took the money and
bought wine and cakes and biscuits, and we all sat in the
dormitory eating and drinking all night long. It was the
best time I had had since arriving at the school.

“Good night, Copperfield,” said Steerforth when we
finally went to sleep, “I’ll take care of you.”

Mr. Creakle, the principal, and Mr. Tungay, the head
teacher came in every morning. My teacher was Mr. Tungay.
Every morning they came in and Mr. Creakle would say very
quietly, “Cut that boy, Mr. Tungay,” and Mr. Tungay would
hit the poor boy with a cane. Mr. Tungay gave the cane to boys
for being quiet or for saying something. He gave the cane to
boys who looked at Mr. Creakle and boys who didn’t. It was
a miserable life, but Mr. Tungay seemed to enjoy himself.

About this time, Steerforth asked me to tell him the stories
from the story books I had read when I was at home with
Mother. So every night I tried to remember the stories as
well as I could and stayed up late telling them to Steerforth.
I was often very sleepy.

Mr. Mell was the only likeable teacher. He quietly helped
me to learn, and I liked him a lot. Unfortunately, Steerforth
did not like him. He did everything to make his life miserable.

One day, Mr. Creakle and Mr. Tungay had business in
town and left Mr. Mell to look after the students. The
children started to shout and play at their desks, and Mr.
Mell could do nothing.

“Silence!” cried Mr. Mell.

“Silence yourself,” said Steerforth.

“You should not be rude to a gentleman,” said Mr. Mell.
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“Where’s the gentleman?” asked Steerforth. The students
were silent. It looked as if Steerforth was going to hit Mr.
Mell, but suddenly Mr. Creakle and Mr. Tungay came back.
They wanted to know what was going on.

“Mr. Mell is not a gentleman, Mr. Creakle,” said Steerforth.
“He has a mother in the poorhouse.”

I felt awful. I had told Steerforth about our visit to Mr.
Mell’s relative—whom I thought was his mother. Now
Steerforth was using it against him.

“Then Steerforth is right,” said Mr. Creakle. “If your
mother is in the poorhouse, you cannot work here any
longer.”

“Then I shall go now,” said Mr. Mell, and he looked down
kindly at me. “I shall not stay where I am not wanted.”

Afterwards I was sad, but I had visitors and forgot about
Mr. Mell. It was Ham and Mr. Peggotty. I introduced them
to Steerforth, who was very polite and easy to talk to—they
liked him immediately.

The holidays soon arrived, and I was getting ready to
go back to see my dear Mother and Peggotty.

I got into the coach, and Mr. Barkis was waiting for me.

“Did you send that message to Peggotty?” he asked.

“Yes, Mr. Barkis. I said, ‘Barkis is willing.’”

“There wasn’t an answer,” he replied. “When a man
says he’s willing, he expects an answer.”

“P’ll ask her as soon as I see her,” I promised.

As soon as I got off the coach, I went inside our house and
ran up to see my mother. Mother had a little baby with her.

“This is your baby brother, Davy,” she said. I was very
happy. I held the little baby in my arms and felt at home.



