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My Father as [ Recall Humn.

CHAPTER L

Seeing ‘“ Gad’s Hill ” as a child.—His domestic side and
home-love.—His love of children.—His neatness and punc-
ﬁzﬁf’);.—At the table, and as host.—The original of ¢‘Little

If, in these pages, written in remembrance
of my father, I should tell you my dear
friends, nothing new of him, I can, at least,
promise you that what I shall tell will be told
faithfully, if simply, and perhaps there may
be some things not familiar to you.

A great many writers have taken it upon
themselves to write lives of my father, to
tell anecdotes of him, and to print all
manner of things about him. Of all these
published books I have read but one, the
only genuine ‘““Life” thus far written of him,
the one sanctioned by my father himself,
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8 GAD’S HILL,

namely: ‘The Life of Charles Dickens,’
by John Forster,

But in what I write about my father I
shall depend chiefly upon my own memory of
him, for I wish no other or dearer remem-
brance. My love for my father has never been
touched or approached by any other love.
I hold him in my heart of hearts as a man
apart from all other men, as one apart
from all other beings.

Of my father’s childhood it is but natural
that I should know very little more than
the knowledge possessed by the great public.
But I never remember hearing him allude
at any time, or under any circumstances, to
those unhappy days in his life except in the
one instance of his childish love and admira-
tion for ‘““Gad’s Hill,” which was destined
to become so closely associated with his
name and works.

He had a very strong and faithful attach-
ment for places: Chatham, I think, being
his first love in this respect. For it was
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GAD’S HILL, 9

here, when a child, and a very sickly child,
poor little fellow, that he found in an old
spare room a store of books, among which
were ‘‘Roderick Random,” ¢ Peregrine

Pickle,” “ Humphrey Clinker,” ¢ Tom
Jones,” “The Vicar of Wakefield,” * Don
Quixote,” ““ Gil Blas,” ¢ Robinson Crusoe,”

“The Arabian Nights,” and other volumes.
“They were,” as Mr. Forster wrote, “a
host of friends when he had no single
friend.” And it was while living at Chatham
that he first saw * Gad’s Hill.”

As a “very queer small boy” he used to
walk up to the house—it stood on the
summit of a high hill—on holidays, or
when his heart ached for a “great treat.”
He would stand and look at it, for as a
little fellow he had a wonderful liking and
admiration for the house, and it was, to
him, like no other house he had ever seen.
He would walk up and down before it with
his father, gazing at it with delight, and
the latter would tell him that perhaps if he
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10 GAD’S HILL.

worked hard, was industrious, and grew up
to be a good man, he might some day
come to live in that very house. His love
for this place went through his whole life,
and was with him until his death. He takes
“Mr. Pickwick” and his friends from
Rochester to Cobham by the beautiful back
road, and I remember one day when we
were driving that way he showed me the
exact spot where “ Mr. Winkle” called out:
“Whoa, I have dropped my whip!” After
his marriage he took his wife for the
honeymoon to a village called Chalk,
between Gravesend and Rochester.

Many years after, when he was living
with his family in a villa near Lausanne,
he wrote to a friend: “The green woods
and green shades about here are more like
Cobham, in Kent, than anything we dream
of at the foot of the Alpine passes.” And
again, in still later years, one of his
favorite walks from ¢ Gad’s Hill” was to
a village called Shorne, where there was a
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GAD’S HILL. 11

quaint old church and graveyard. He often
said that he would like to be buried there,
the peace and quiet of the homely little
place having a tender fascination for him.
So we see that his heart was always in
Kent.

But let this single reference to his earlier
years suffice, so that I may write of him
during those years when I remember him
among us and around us in our home.

From his earliest childhood, throughout
his earliest married life to the day of his
death, his nature was home-loving. He
was a “home man” in every respect.
When he became celebrated at a very early
age, as we know, all his joys and sorrows
were taken home; and he found there
sympathy and the companionship of his
“own familiar friends.” In his letters to
these latter, in his letters to my mother,
to my aunt, and, later on, to us his
children, he never forgot anything that he
knew would be of interest about his work,
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12 GAD’S HILL.

his successes, his hopes or fears. And
there was a sweet simplicity in his belief
that such news would most certainly be
acceptable to all, that is wonderfully touch-
ing and child-like coming from a man of
genius.

His care and thoughtfulness about home
matters, nothing being deemed too small or
trivial to claim his attention and considera-
tion, were really marvellous when we re-
member his active, eager, restless, working
brain. No man was so inclined naturally to
derive his happiness from home affairs.
He was full of the kind of interest in a
house which is commonly confined to
women, and his care of and for us as wee
children did most certainly “pass the love
of women!” His was a tender and most
affectionate nature.

For many consecutive summers we used
to be taken to Broadstairs. This little
place became a great favorite with my
father. He was always very happy there,
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GAD’S HILL. I3

and delighted in wandering about the garden
of his house, generally accompanied by one
or other of his children. In later years, at
Boulogne, he would often have his youngest
boy, ¢“ The Noble Plorn,” trotting by his side.
These two were constant companions in those
days, and after these walks my father
would always have some funny anecdote to
tell us. And when years later the time
came for the boy of his heart to go out
into the world, my father, after seeing him
off, wrote: ‘Poor Plorn has gone to
Australia. It was a hard parting at the
last. He seemed to become once more my
youngest and favorite little child as the
day drew near, and I did not think I
could have been so shaken. These are
hard, hard things, but they might have to
be done without means or influence, and
then they would be far harder. God bless
him!”

When my father was arranging and re-
hearsing his readings from “ Dombey,” the
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14 GAD’S HILL,

death of *“little Paul” caused him such
real anguish, the reading being so difficult
to him, that he told us he could only
master his intense emotion by keeping the
picture of Plorn, well, strong and hearty,
steadily before his eyes. We can see by
the different child characters in his books
what a wonderful knowledge he had of
children, and what a wonderful and truly
womanly sympathy he had with them in all
their childish joys and griefs. I can re-
member with us, his own children, how
kind, considerate and patient he always was.
But we were never afraid to go to him in
any trouble, and never had a snub from
him or a cross word under any circum-
stances. He was always glad to give us
““treats,” as he called them, and used to
conceive all manner of those “treats” for
us, and if any favor had to be asked we
were always sure of a favorable answer.
On these occasions my sister ‘‘ Katie” was
generally our messenger, we others waiting

© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781108074551
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-07455-1 - My Father as I Recall Him

Mamie Dickens
Excerpt
More information

GAD’S HILL, 15

outside the study door to hear the verdict.
She and I used to have delightful treats in
those summer evenings, driving up to
Hampstead in the open carriage with him,
our mother, and ‘Auntie,”* and getting
out for a long walk through the lovely
country lanes, picking wild roses and other
flowers, or walking hand in hand with
him listening to some story.

There never existed, I think, in all the
world, a more thoroughly tidy or me-
thodical creature than was my father. He
was tidy in every way—in his mind,
in his handsome and graceful person, in his
work, in keeping his writing table drawers,
in his large correspondence, in fact in his
whole life.

I remember that my sister and I occupied

* When I write about my aunt, or *“ Auntie,” as no doubt
I may often have occasion to do, it is of the aunt par
excellence, Georgina Hogarth. She has been to me
ever since I can remember anything, and to all of us, the
truest, best and dearest friend, companion and counsellor.
To quote my father’s own words: ‘‘The best and truest
friend man ever had.”
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16 GAD’S HILL.

a little garret room in Devonshire Terrace,
at the very top of the house. He had
taken the greatest pains and care to make
the room as pretty and comfortable for his
two little daughters as it could be made.
He was often dragged up the steep stair-
case to this room to see some new print or
some new ornament which we children had
put up, and he always gave us words of
praise and approval. He encouraged us in
every possible way to make ourselves
useful, and to adorn and beautify our rooms
with our own hands, and to be ever tidy
and neat. I remember that the adornment
of this garret was decidedly primitive, the
unframed prints being fastened to the wall
by ordinary black or white pins, whichever
we could get. But, never mind, if they
were put up neatly and tidily they were
always “excellent,” or ‘“quite slap-up” as
he used to say. Even in those early days,
he made a point of visiting every room in
the house once each morning, and if a
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