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History of Collins

In 1819, Millworker William Collins from Glasgow, Scotland, set
up a company for printing and publishing pamphlets, sermons,
hymn books and prayer books. That company was Collins and
was to mark the birth of HarperCollins Publishers as we know it
today. The long tradition of Collins dictionary publishing can be
traced back to the first dictionary William published in 1824,
Greek and English Lexicon. Indeed, from 1840 onwards, he began
to produce illustrated dictionaries and even obtained a licence to
print and publish the Bible.

Soon after, William published the first Collins novel, Ready
Reckoner, however it was the time of the Long Depression, where
harvests were poor, prices were high, potato crops had failed and
violence was erupting in Europe. As a result, many factories
across the country were forced to close down and William chose
to retire in 1846, partly due to the hardships he was facing.

Aged 30, William’s son, William II took over the business.
A keen humanitarian with a warm heart and a generous spirit,
William IT was truly ‘Victorian’ in his outlook. He introduced
new, up-to-date steam presses and published affordable editions
of Shakespeare’s works and Pilgrim’s Progress, making them
available to the masses for the first time. A new demand for
educational books meant that success came with the publication
of travel books, scientific books, encyclopaedias and dictionaries.
This demand to be educated led to the later publication of atlases
and Collins also held the monopoly on scripture writing at the
time.

In the 1860s Collins began to expand and diversify and the
idea of ‘books for the millions’ was developed. Affordable editions
of classical literature were published and in 1903 Collins
introduced 10 titles in their Collins Handy Illustrated Pocket
Novels. These proved so popular that a few years later this had
increased to an output of 50 volumes, selling nearly half a
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million in their year of publication. In the same year, The
Everyman’s Library was also instituted, with the idea of
publishing an affordable library of the most important classical
works, biographies, religious and philosophical treatments, plays,
poems, travel and adventure. This series eclipsed all competition
at the time and the introduction of paperback books in the 1950s
helped to open that market and marked a high point in the
industry.

HarperCollins is and has always been a champion of the
classics and the current Collins Classics series follows in this
tradition — publishing classical literature that is affordable and
available to all. Beautifully packaged, highly collectible and
intended to be reread and enjoyed at every opportunity.



Life & Times

About the Author

Charles Dickens was born in Portsmouth, England, but had moved
to Kent and then to London by the time he was ten years of age.
Not long afterwards, his father was arrested and sent to debtors
prison for spending beyond his means. This marked a transition in
Dickens’ early life from one of carefree childhood to one filled with
relative uncertainty. Above all, Dickens began to ferment ideas of
social injustice and a need for social reform in pre-Victorian Britain.
These ideas would become the staple of his literary cannon.

He was first published in 1833 at the age of twenty-one. By the
time of his death, in 1870, he had completed nineteen (and a half)
novels. His final work, The Mystery of Edwin Drood, was only half
completed. All of Dickens novels were first published in serialized
form, which was the orthodox method in his day.

While other writers tended to complete their books first and then
divide them into chapters for serialization, Dickens preferred to
write his chapters as and when required. This lent itself to his
success, because it meant that his prose was naturally tailored to
the format of monthly instalments. Rather than having hiatuses
randomly placed in the overall storyline, according to page counts,
Dickens was able to deliberately leave the reader wanting more. In
essence he had invented the concept of the literary cliff-hanger.
Combined with his enhanced characterizations and fabulist allegory
this made for a compelling read, so Dickens became the single most
popular author in Victorian Britain.

By his forties, Dickens had taken to touring and giving animated
readings of his books to captive audiences, who delighted in his
ability to bring his characters to life. This was an extension of the
storytelling craft he had learnt as a parent, as he had ten children
with his wife Catherine, whom he married in 1836.

As well as being a humanistic novelist, Dickens was also a
humanitarian in real life. For example, he gave his support to the
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abolition of slavery in the USA and helped to establish a home
of the redemption for ‘fallen’ women in England, which meant
those women who had resorted to crime and prostitution to find
their way in life, but had ended up in debtors’ prisons, common
prisons or workhouses.

A hostel named Urania Cottage was established in London, where
these women were given a second chance. They were clothed and
fed, provided with education and taught the skills to be able to find
domestic employment.

Needless to say, Dickens rubbed shoulders with many extreme
characters due to his work with the ‘fallen’ in society. Due to his
celebrity, he also met many people at the other end of the spec-
trum, so there was no shortage of people upon whom to base his
fictitious characters.

In 1865 Dickens was involved in a rail crash at Staplehurst, Kent,
in which ten people died and many more were injured. Dickens
was not hurt but his efforts to help the injured and dying left him
with post traumatic stress disorder for the remaining five years of
his life.

On that fateful day he had been travelling with his lover, Ellen
Ternan. Dickens had separated from his wife in 1858 when
Catherine found out about his affair with the younger woman, who
was eighteen years his junior. He managed to keep Ellen a secret
from society by never appearing in public with her and keeping her
hidden in houses rented under false names. He knew very well that
Victorian society would not have held a favourable view of his
domestic arrangements. His infidelity would have caused an absolute
scandal, especially as he was viewed as a highly virtuous and moral-
istic man. Falling in love with another was simply not acceptable
behaviour, especially as Queen Victoria had remained steadfastly
loyal to the memory of her beloved Prince Albert since his demise
in 1861 and would continue to do so until her own death in 1901.

Dickens died of a stroke exactly five years following the rail crash
at the age of fifty-eight years old. He wished to be buried in a modest
and private manner, but his funeral was a rather grand affair at
Westminster Abbey.
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The Victorian Era

The work of Charles Dickens is rather unusual in that it has become
something of a social document of the Victorian era in Britain.
That is because his books are a primary point of reference to anyone
wondering about what it was like to have lived at that time.
Consequently, Dickens’ imagined Victorian world is largely
perceived by many as a real world, filled with exaggerated char-
acters in extreme circumstances. The result is an odd set of para-
doxes. For example, the Victorians are generally understood to
have been austere and pious in the extreme, but the truth is that
they lived in a highly progressive society where people were
pushing the boundaries of behaviour and frequently questioning
the role of religion.

Dickens’ version of Victorian society came from his requirement
for idiosyncratic characters to make his stories work more effec-
tively in evoking emotional responses in the reader. It is fair to
assume that they were based on the personalities of people he had
met, so there was an element of truth, but Dickens’ boiled them
down to amplify the traits he was most interested in and remove
the traits superfluous to literary requirements. In effect, Dickens’
Victorian world is a cartoon, where the more mundane, mediocre
and prosaic details serve only as a neutral backdrop, while the
colourful characters are allowed to distract the attention.

It can be no coincidence that Dickens himself was an accom-
plished performer. He was the William Shakespeare of the Victorian
age, both writing and taking to the stage as a storyteller. This makes
it easy to understand why his characters had such pronounced iden-
tities, because Dickens would mentally assume different roles whilst
story telling, both on paper and when treading the boards.

As any parent or teacher will attest, it is quite necessary to exag-
gerate characters with gestures and voices while story telling to
capture the imagination of the audience and leave no confusion
about who is who. This is exactly what Dickens was doing, so that
his version of the Victorian world became one of overblown polarity:
villains and do-gooders, the devout and the morally fallen, the
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wealthy and the poor, the beautiful and the ugly, the selfish and
the selfless. Those who fall ‘somewhere between’ truly are the silent
majority in Dickensian Britain.
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PREFACE

When | was acting, with my children and friends, in Mr. Wilkie
Collins’s drama of The Frozen Deep, 1 first conceived the main idea
of this story. A strong desire was upon me then, to embody it in
my own person; and I traced out in my fancy, the state of mind of
which it would necessitate the presentation of an observant spec-
tator, with particular care and interest.

As the idea became familiar to me, it gradually shaped itself into
its present form. Throughout its execution, it has had complete
possession of me; I have so far verified what is done and suffered
in these pages, as that I have certainly done and suffered it all myself.

Whenever any reference (however slight) is made here to the
condition of the French people before or during the Revolution, it
is truly made, on the faith of the most trustworthy witnesses. It has
been one of my hopes to add something to the popular and pictur-
esque means of understanding that terrible time, though no one can
hope to add anything to the philosophy of Mr. Carlyle’s wonderful
book.

November 1859
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CHAPTER 1

The Period

[t was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age
of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief,
it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was
the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter
of despair, we had everything before us, we had nothing before us,
we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the
other way—in short, the period was so far like the present period,
that some of its noisiest authorities insisted on its being received,
for good or for evil, in the superlative degree of comparison only.

There were a king with a large jaw and a queen with a plain
face, on the throne of England; there were a king with a large jaw
and a queen with a fair face, on the throne of France. In both coun-
tries it was clearer than crystal to the lords of the State preserves
of loaves and fishes, that things in general were settled for ever.

It was the year of our Lord one thousand seven hundred and
seventy-five. Spiritual revelations were conceded to England at that
favoured period, as at this. Mrs. Southcott had recently attained her
five-and-twentieth blessed birthday, of whom a prophetic private
in the Life Guards had heralded the sublime appearance by
announcing that arrangements were made for the swallowing up of
London and Westminster. Even the Cock Lane ghost had been laid
only a round dozen of years, after rapping out its messages, as the
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spirits of this very year last past (supernaturally deficient in origin-
ality) rapped out theirs. Mere messages in the earthly order of
events had lately come to the English Crown and People, from a
congress of British subjects in America: which, strange to relate,
have proved more important to the human race than any communi-
cations vet received through any of the chickens of the Cock Lane
brood.

France, less favoured on the whole as to matters spiritual than
her sister of the shield and trident, rolled with exceeding smooth-
ness downhill, making paper money and spending it. Under the
guidance of her Christian pastors, she entertained herself, besides,
with such humane achievements as sentencing a youth to have his
hands cut off, his tongue torn out with pincers, and his body burned
alive, because he had not kneeled down in the rain to do honour
to a dirty procession of monks which passed within his view, at a
distance of some fifty or sixty yards. It is likely enough that, rooted
in the woods of France and Norway, there were growing trees, when
that sufferer was put to death, already marked by the Woodman,
Fate, to come down and be sawn into boards, to make a certain
movable framework with a sack and a knife in it, terrible in history.
It is likely enough that in the rough outhouses of some tillers of the
heavy lands adjacent to Paris, there were sheltered from the weather
that very day, rude carts, bespattered with rustic mire, snuffed about
by pigs, and roosted in by poultry, which the Farmer, Death, had
already set apart to be his tumbrils of the Revolution. But that
Woodman and that Farmer, though they work unceasingly, work
silently, and no one heard them as they went about with muffled
tread: the rather, forasmuch as to entertain any suspicion that they
were awake, was to be atheistical and traitorous.

In England, there was scarcely an amount of order and protec-
tion to justify much national boasting. Daring burglaries by armed
men, and highway robberies, took place in the capital itself every
night; families were publicly cautioned not to go out of town without
removing their furniture to upholsterers’ warehouses for security;
the highwayman in the dark was a city tradesman in the light, and,
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