
Speaker 1:

Major funding for BackStory is provided by an anonymous donor, the National Endowment for the 
Humanities and the Joseph and Robert Cornell Memorial Foundation.

Joanne Freeman:

From Virginia Humanities, this is BackStory.

Joanne Freeman:

Welcome to BackStory, the show that explains the history behind the headlines. I'm Joanne Freeman. If 
you're new to the podcast, each week, along with my colleagues, Brian Balogh, Nathan Connolly, and Ed 
Ayers, we explore a different part of American history.

Joanne Freeman:

You know that feeling you get when your favorite Netflix show is about to come out? The excitement, 
the great expectation? Well, that's exactly how American readers felt in the fall of 1842. Now, of course, 
this excitement was not for a Netflix series, it was for a book, a travel narrative to be exact. Written by 
the most famous writer in the English speaking world, Charles Dickens.

Jonathan Wells:

It's safe to say American Notes was one of the most eagerly anticipated books of the entire 19th 
century. Unfortunately for the Americans, they were sorely and angrily disappointed.

Nancy Metz:

They felt betrayed. They felt that Dickens had violated the principles of hospitality by accepting these 
dinners and these soirees and then turning on America in a vicious way.

Joanne Freeman:

Jonathan Wells teaches history at the University of Michigan. Nancy Mets is professor of English at 
Virginia Tech. And on today's episode, they're going to help me tell the story of Charles Dickens' 
tumultuous, but ultimately triumphant relationship with America and American readers.

Joanne Freeman:

This month marks the 150th anniversary of Charles Dickens' death. Both Nancy and John say it's hard to 
overestimate just how popular he was in the 19th century.

Jonathan Wells:

Charles Dickens was arguably the most important and the most popular novelist in Western civilization 
in the 19th century. There are competing authors of course, Harriet Beecher Stowe sold a astronomical 
number of Uncle Tom's Cabin. And there were other novelists James Fenimore Cooper, Washington 
Irving was extremely popular, but I think Dickens could quite rightly lay claim to the most popular 
novelist.

Nancy Metz:



He had fame. He had a very wide readership, but he was a little anxious about his background, certainly. 
It's well known that he didn't come from a wealthy family and that he spent those years as a child 
pasting labels onto bottles of blacking. And so he had this sort of, this kind of past that made him worry 
a little bit, have a little bit of anxiety about his own class status and the method of publication, 
serialization, put him kind of in the company of some not so respectable writers.

Jonathan Wells:

The antebellum period is really interesting for historians of the 19th century like me, because this is a 
period in which we see the industrial revolution taking root in the northern United States in particular, 
but also in places like Liverpool and Manchester and Birmingham. And it led to widespread poverty, 
economic inequality, and unhealthy, unsanitary and often filthy living conditions. For Dickens, this was 
an aspect of modern life in the 1830s and 1840s that really warranted exploration. And he's one of the 
first people to really to do that.

Jonathan Wells:

I think for northern readers in the United States, there was some appreciation for his level of detail, his 
realistically drawn characters. The fact that they could identify perhaps with the changes that Dickens 
was exploring in the British economy. For white southerners, the issue was an undermining of what they 
saw as the dangers of industrial capitalism. And in that sense, they appreciated Dickens not just for his 
realistic depiction of characters, for his originality and creativity, for his writing style, but they also began 
to seize on Dickens' depiction of the moral failings of industrial capitalism as something that was 
inherently wrong with not just the societies in Birmingham and Manchester, but also New York and 
Philadelphia.

Joanne Freeman:

Given Dickens' celebrity status, you can imagine how excited people got when they learned he was 
coming to tour the United States. Nancy says that's because readers' relationship to Dickens was both 
personal and patriotic.

Nancy Metz:

Dickens thought that he was kind of an American at heart before he went to America. And Americans 
thought that that was true. They saw him as a Democrat. A Democrat at heart. This is a quote from the 
New York Herald, "His mind is American. His soul is Republican. His heart is Democratic."

Nancy Metz:

People read Pickwick Papers for it's raucous and rollicking humor. They read Oliver Twist and they 
looked at a novel like that in terms of the issues of crime and reform, but also of the plight of the poor 
and the orphan and the work house conditions. They read The Old Curiosity Shop, 900 page novel, the 
story of Little Nell who by the end of the novel in heartbreaking fashion dies, becomes this kind of 
angelic spirit. And people reading those novels would write, sometimes write to Dickens. He boasted at 
one point about letters I've received from the Wild West, people who wrote to me and said, "I lost a 
little girl and your novel maybe weep in a good way." And that was, I think, a striking thing about 
Dickens from the beginning is that he had really personal relationships with his readers. And because he 
was writing in serial form, there was an immediacy there. You felt as if it was happening in real time.

Joanne Freeman:



Now the United States was relatively young in 1842 and Dickens was intrigued by the possibilities he 
saw in a democratic republic. But if the United States was an angsty newcomer about to go through 
some serious growing pains, well, Dickens had some similarities.

Nancy Metz:

He turned 30 on the transatlantic voyage. We think of him at the end of his career having written 12, 13 
long novels, being distinguished as a public reader and as a voice for social reform in various venues. He 
was the beginnings of those things in 1842, but he was kind of at the cusp of his career. And so I think a 
part of the appeal of the American experience, was really twofold. One, he wanted to slow down. He 
was writing so fast. He negotiated a contract with his publishers that would allow for him to be paid 
while he was traveling, assuming that at the very least, a book of travelog would come out of it 
afterwards. And of course there was great precedent for this already. Fannie Trollope had already 
published 10 years earlier, her Domestic Manners of the Americans. And so there was a whole kind of 
tradition of coming to America to review it. Dickens felt that he was different in this regard because 
whereas a lot of people had gone with sort of a very conservative English viewpoint, he was going to 
embrace democracy.

Jonathan Wells:

I think Dickens had in mind a couple of different reasons for his trip to America. And one was to protest 
against the lack of an international copyright law. In other words, if you were a printer or a newspaper 
publisher or an editor, you could pretty much at will, copy down, plagiarize the works of authors across 
the other side of the Atlantic and print them as if you were paying royalties when in fact you were not. 
And you would see serialized novels, you would see full printed books, you would see excerpts in 
reviews and in periodicals like magazines and newspapers, that certainly recognized the authorship but 
they would be printing excerpts or even entire chapters or even entire novels without paying royalties 
to the author himself or herself.

Jonathan Wells:

Dickens is very angry, frustrated and upset that there is no international copyright law. One of the things 
he does when he's in the United States is to press the members of Congress to institute an international 
copyright law that will protect his ability to earn royalties.

Jonathan Wells:

Finally, I think Dickens wanted to see America for himself. I think we forget sometimes that for many self 
described liberals, America in the early 19th century stood for a new kind of democratic experiment. 
Based on the will of the people. And right when Dickens is writing about, and then when he's coming to 
America, this is the era of opening up American democracy to the white working class, male population. 
This is not by any means an equal or democratic society, don't get me wrong. Obviously women are still 
prohibited from voting and African Americans are largely prohibited from voting, but it is seemed to be 
by Dickens and many others an important new form of republic that is based on popular will.

Joanne Freeman:

Dickens set sail for the United States in early 1842. He had great expectations for the country and a deep 
curiosity about what the new republic was all about.

Nancy Metz:



Well, everything depends on where he lands because he lands in Boston. And Boston is of course 
beautiful sunlit avenues. It's Harvard University. It's contacts with the sort of liberal and intelligent elite 
of America. And Dickens was in love.

James Scales:

I can give you no conception of my welcome here. There never was a king or emperor upon the earth so 
cheered and followed by crowds and entertained in public at splendid balls and dinners and waited on 
by public bodies and deputations of all kinds. You cannot imagine what it is.

Nancy Metz:

And the first letters from him are just hugely positive about the people, about the institutions that he 
visited, because one of the things in which his writing about America was different from everyone's was 
that Dickens saw himself as a great social reformer. And in England and especially in America, no matter 
where he was, he made time to, even though time was really short, he made time to tour these 
institutions for the blind, prison, those kinds of things. And when in Boston, that was one of the, and 
really, he forever remembered set, when he went to the Perkins Institute for the Blind, when he went to 
the Lowell mills and when he went to some of the prisons, he was so impressed by the humane way in 
which people at the margins were treated in America. Boston was good. And even though he was 
immediately kind of mobbed because he was so famous, at that stage, it was exhilarating. As it would be 
for anyone at first. That's kind of the story, isn't it?

Joanne Freeman:

They love me.

Nancy Metz:

They love me. That's exactly right.

Joanne Freeman:

Then what happens? He has a wonderful time in Boston. He likes it. They like him. Where does he go 
next?

Nancy Metz:

Well, then he goes to New York City and that's a very, very different environment.

Nancy Metz:

It's busy, it's dirty. It's a lot more commercial. Then a lot more or less emphasis on education and the 
arts. And perhaps worst of all, it's the headquarters of the worst of the penny press. And so, things are 
reported of him that are unpleasant and gossipy and scandalous even. And nasty things are said about 
him. And for the first time he feels a real loss of control and a grotesque invasion of privacy.

Jonathan Wells:

He's a popular celebrity. He's one of the first real celebrities I think, in America. And he is treated as 
such. People want to touch his coat. They tried to get locks of his hair. The level of celebrity that he 
reaches is really unprecedented.



Nancy Metz:

One of the things that happens in New York, which at first he is excited about, is that they are going to 
the welcoming committees, are going to throw him this grand Boz Ball for 3,000 people at the Park 
Theater. Then they're going to do the whole thing all over again, half price the next day. He participates 
in the first one and it was covered in incredible detail in the press, extra editions of the newspapers to 
cover all of the decorations and the ceremonies and all of that, but he's ill by now. And so he doesn't go 
to the second one. And for the first time in the trip, he has time to read what's been written about him 
and it's very upsetting because he's being written about as being a vulgar spectacle. Someone who 
exhibited to the public like an animal in the zoo. And it starts really to feel that way.

Joanne Freeman:

Exhausted and overwhelmed, Dickens turned his attention to Philadelphia and then later the South. But 
there was a last minute change of plans, thanks to an unlikely figure, Kentucky senator, Henry Clay.

Jonathan Wells:

It's somewhat surprising perhaps that Clay told Dickens not to venture farther South than Richmond, but 
I also think Clay was perhaps a little bit embarrassed. He knew that when Dickens might travel to 
Charleston or to New Orleans or to some other part of the South, he might be sorely disappointed 
compared to the behemoth that was New York City, even by the early 1840s.

Jonathan Wells:

He does meet with slave owners. Southerners wanted to talk to Dickens about slavery and wanted to 
suss out his views more specifically about bondage. Dickens tried to avoid it, but they wouldn't let him 
avoid the topic. And he recounts in one of his letters from America that he had, I believe it was on a 
steam ship, encountered a slave owner who tried to defend slavery, including saying that the Bible 
defended slavery and Dickens, who was never a particularly enthusiastic evangelical Christian, he said 
that the Bible did not sanction slavery. And if this guy could prove that it did, he would place no further 
credence in it.

Nancy Metz:

Charleston, South Carolina, that was going to be his furthest trip south, but he became so distressed by 
every contact he had with slaves and slavery, that he determined to turn his back on the slave holding 
South and instead traveled back up to Louisville. Well, he went to Pittsburgh, Cincinnati and St. Louis. He 
started out in a western direction. This is a very compressed trip. He's only in America three and a half 
months. And a lot of his experiences of America are then by virtue of that fact in transit. And he does, 
out west, he does have a little more freedom from the welcoming committees. Some of the writing 
about the West has a freshness that some of the rest of the writing doesn't have.

Nancy Metz:

From the West, he tracks back up to Canada, to Montreal, especially. Niagara Falls, Toronto, Montreal, 
Quebec and there he's really happy. It just seems like a much more English place. And he even gets 
involved in putting on an amateur production of a play. He has that brief tour of the Hudson Valley and 
then he's back home again.

Joanne Freeman:



Dickens' tour was a whirlwind. So many cities in just a few months. It wasn't until after his return home 
to England that he got down to doing the work that he did best, writing. But Charles Dickens forgot a 
standard rule among many authors, never write when you're angry.

Nancy Metz:

Well, first of all, he writes America Notes in a white hot heat. However, he really set about it in a very 
writerly and efficient way. His best friend at the time, his confidant was a man named John Forster. And 
before he took the trip, he set up a pattern with Forster that he would write lengthy, detailed, 
wonderful letters about his day to day experiences and send them to Forster and other people as well, 
William McCready and others. But the idea was that the recipients of the letters, his close friends, 
especially Forster would from the beginning, save those letters in an archive. And so when he went back 
to write about American Notes, he had pages and pages and pages of very fresh, firsthand experiences.

Jonathan Wells:

He thought Americans were absurdly materialistic and acquisitive. And the title of American Notes 
suggests obviously that he believed Americans were really concerned with money and economic 
progress than any kind of intellectual development or any kind of democratic experiment.

James Scales:

My dear McCready, I am disappointed. This is not the republic I came to see. This is not the republic of 
my imagination. I infinitely prefer a liberal monarchy, even with it's sickening, accompaniments of court 
circulars, to such a government as this. The more I think of its youth and strength, the poor and more 
trifling in a thousand aspects it appears in my eyes. In everything of which it has made a boast, excepting 
the education of the people and its care for poor children, it sinks in measurably below the level I had 
placed it upon. And England, even England, bad and faulty as the old land is and the miserable as 
millions of her people are, rises in the comparison.

Jonathan Wells:

He sees in America, not what he had supposed, not this modern, highbrow, humanistic society, but in 
fact, one that was pretty darn concerned with money and nothing else. He also bristled at Americans' 
manners. Some of the most funny passages in American Notes are his descriptions of sitting at a dinner 
table and having to dodge Americans who are spitting tobacco juice into their spittoons.

James Scales:

I was surprised to observe that even steady old chewers of great experience are not always good 
marksmen. Several gentlemen called upon me who in the course of conversation, frequently missed the 
spittoon at five paces. On another occasion when I dined out and was sitting with two ladies and some 
gentlemen round a fire before dinner, one of the company fell short of the fireplace six distinct times.

Nancy Metz:

Other people had written about bad manners in America. Spitting and things like that. But I think 
Dickens made a profound connection between what you might think of as superficial manners and 
ethical behaviors. And so for Dickens, the trade off that he saw, it was not just that he was completely 
disgusted by spitting in public and people who would eat with their table knife and then stick it in the 
butter again. Those things were horrible. He writes about those things, but it wasn't those manners per 
se. It was that what underlay those practices was an individualism which was selfish. America Notes is 



much more of a travelog, heavily emphasizing the institutions that Dickens visited and the sites that he 
saw. The exception is chapter seven, which is about American slavery.

Jonathan Wells:

He is, Dickens is very damning in his depiction of the South and of slavery.

Nancy Metz:

And in that chapter, drawing on a book that had been previously written, Dickens patches together 
newspaper ad, after newspaper ad, after newspaper ad, advertising for the recapture of escaped slaves. 
And here Dickens made his strongest argument against the argument that he kept hearing from 
southerners and others that rational self interest will protect people against cruelty. The law doesn't 
have to do it. And Dickens' point was that it is not in the interest, it's not in the economic interest of 
slave holders to abuse their slaves and yet the marks of it are everywhere.

Jonathan Wells:

And this was deeply embarrassing to Americans who of course, knew quite well that their newspapers 
were printing these runaway slave ads, but it was one thing for a Charleston paper or even a St. Louis 
newspaper to print these. But it's a whole different matter for a foreigner as Dickens was perceived to 
be, to call attention to these embarrassing reminders of the depth and depravity of American slavery.

Joanne Freeman:

Given how excited Americans were to read the book, you can imagine their disappointment at such a 
brutal depiction of the United States.

Nancy Metz:

It was not, as you can imagine, favorably reviewed in America. In fact, people were outraged. They saw 
it as a violation of hospitality. Here we've opened our arms to you, we've welcomed you into our homes, 
we've thrown parties for you and this is how you treat us. You didn't say that while you were here, why 
are you're saying it now?

Jonathan Wells:

Well, they were scathing. White southerners, for example, claimed that because Dickens never ventured 
farther South than Richmond, he never got a chance to see slavery in action, which of course is we know 
today, total nonsense. Slavery was just as egregious in Richmond and in Charleston and New Orleans as 
it was anywhere else, but they were able to make the case that, well, if he'd only visited a plantation in 
Georgia, he would have seen the ways in which white generous, patriarchal Southern slave masters had 
taken care to civilize and educate and Christianize their slave, quote, family.

Jonathan Wells:

We know today that that's nonsense, but that does indicate an important point because Dickens is so 
popular North and South and because the slavery debate, the debate over a free soil versus a slave soil 
is so powerful in this period of the 1840s, it was just bound to happen that Dickens would be caught up 
in these debates. And white Southerners valued very much the depiction of the evils of industrial 
capitalism, but interestingly enough, white Southerners at the same time, also bristled against attacks 
on American character. And this of course is a part of the duality of the white South. They see 



themselves at the same time as Southerners and Americans. And while they defend the South and 
slavery, they really harshly attack Dickens for his attacks on the United States as a whole.

Joanne Freeman:

White Northerners and Southerners and even some English readers hated the book. But John says, 
African Americans responded a little differently.

Jonathan Wells:

African American readers are really interesting here because it's clear that like other literate Americans, 
African Americans, whether they were free African Americans in the South or in the North, they were 
also of the opinion that Dickens' depictions of the vices of slavery could be used in the anti-slavery 
cause. And they saw Dickens, African American readers saw Dickens as an ally.

Joanne Freeman:

Dickens followed up on American Notes with a story called Martin Chuzzlewit. It tells the story of a man 
who loses his inheritance and decides to travel to the United States to make some money. Dickens says 
in the preface that the story is about selfishness, but Martin Chuzzlewit wasn't the only one out to make 
money.

Nancy Metz:

It's the fact that as Dickens was writing this novel, it wasn't selling as well as some of his previous novels 
were. And there was a kind of confab with the publisher and there was a discussion about what to do 
about it. And to a certain extents, packing Martin off to America had the appeal that it might revive the 
novel with everybody loves to hate the Americans. And so if we could send them across the Atlantic, 
then that might spark up the sales. And that is true, but it's also true that in a novel that is already about 
individualism and selfishness, the American setting provided a chance for Dickens to work with those 
ideas in a different, in a more extreme way.

Joanne Freeman:

Nancy and John say that although many American readers were angry with Dickens, this didn't stop 
them from reading his subsequent stories, books like A Christmas Carol, Great Expectations, and A Tale 
of Two Cities.

Joanne Freeman:

Now you'll remember that Dickens was young when he first came to the United States, just 30 years old. 
And as he got older, John says his views on race became more conservative. This started with a harsh 
review of Uncle Tom's Cabin, which undermined Harriet Beecher Stowe's efforts to draw attention to 
the most brutal aspects of American slavery. And then there was Dickens' interpretation of the Civil 
War.

Jonathan Wells:

Dickens has a very surprising take on the causes of the American Civil War. And you would expect given 
his understanding of American slavery to see slavery as the real and fundamental cause of the conflict, 
but he does. Dickens does not believe probably as it turns out, quite rightly that white Northerners care 
that much about slavery. Instead Dickens takes the view that it's the tariff that Northerners had imposed 



on the South. And that was the real driving force behind the conflict. And I think most historians, I think I 
can safely say today, would certainly count the tariff as a factor, but by no means the main factor or 
even approaching the importance of slavery.

Nancy Metz:

Dickens was appalled by slavery. No doubt about it. Yet, he was one among many people, many people 
are sort of quote unquote liberal viewpoints at the time, who definitely believed in racial inferiority.

Joanne Freeman:

Dickens was writing and observing all this from across the pond in England. Meanwhile, back in the 
United States, the Civil War changed all aspects of American life, including what people could read.

Jonathan Wells:

During the Civil War, white Southerners rarely had a chance to read the latest productions of Dickens. 
And in fact, the blockade was fairly successful in keeping out not only transatlantic novels and 
periodicals, but Northern ones as well.

Joanne Freeman:

When the war ended in 1865, many white Southerners went back and read what Dickens had written in 
the first half of the decade. And formerly enslaved people, they were getting the chance to read Dickens 
for the very first time.

Jonathan Wells:

For the nearly 4 million formerly enslaved people, most of them are unable to read or write before the 
Civil War, but now thanks to the Freedmen's Bureau and the rising up of education for African 
Americans in the South, many of these formerly enslaved people will now be taught to read or write. 
And for the first time they can enjoy Dickens, not just through performances or through oral retellings, 
but enjoy him in text format as well.

Joanne Freeman:

The Civil War acted as a kind of cooling off period in the tense relationship Dickens had with his 
American readers. Like the old saying goes, distance makes the heart grow fonder. In 1867, Dickens 
decided to go back to the United States. But this time he went with a different agenda.

Nancy Metz:

And he wanted to do a reading trip that would include America. And that would be more scripted by him 
than by those who welcomed him.

Jonathan Wells:

In November of 1867, Dickens leaves Liverpool for his second America tour and he lands in Boston again 
and meets with Emerson and Longfellow and many other of the famous Northern intellectuals. Goes to 
New York and spends a month there giving a couple of dozen different readings. And I think by that 
time, interestingly enough, white Southerners and white Northerners are eagerly willing to forgive 
Dickens.



Nancy Metz:

It was different in that his exposure to the public was on his own schedule and within sort of scripted 
time periods with time for retreat afterwards. And by then also, he really was an older and wiser man. 
Some things went wrong in 1842 because he was brash. He was a young guy, very confident of his 
opinions on everything. But in the second trip, he freely acknowledged that he had made some mistakes 
before. The key point is the dinner that was given in his honor by the Press Society of New York.

Jonathan Wells:

And he stands up and vows never to criticize the United States again.

Nancy Metz:

And in the speech, he said that both America and Charles Dickens had undergone some very significant 
changes. You can see that as a young man, he talked about in 1868, the growth of cities beyond 
imagination, the development of the society, the refinement of manners, all those kinds of things. And 
that was undoubtedly true, but it was also true when he came through in 1842 that he couldn't see the 
potential. When he saw, for example, roads that just ended or structures that were unbuilt, he saw a 
completely unsettled civilization. He saw promises unfulfilled. He saw boasting without results, but 
when he came back 25 years later, lo and behold, those things had led to amazing development of not 
just the cities as a metropolis, but higher level of education. Some real growth.

Nancy Metz:

In making the speech he had in mind that he wanted to make it as a kind of reparation as well. He told 
the audience and followed through that he made the promise that a copy of the speech was going to be 
published in every edition of American Notes and Martin Chuzzlewit throughout his lifetime. And they 
were. And it was published in just that way. And in modern editions of the novel, you'll often find that as 
well.

Joanne Freeman:

He rewrote the ending.

Nancy Metz:

He did. Yes.

James Scales:

So much of my voice has lately been heard in the land that I might have been contented with troubling 
you no further, we're not a duty with which I henceforth charge myself. To express my high and grateful 
sense of my second reception in America. And to bear my honest testimony to the national generosity 
and magnanimity. To declare how astounded I have been by the amazing changes I have seen around 
me on every side. Changes moral, changes physical, changes in the amount of land subdued and 
peopled. This testimony, so long as I live and so long as my descendants have any legal right in my 
books, I shall cause to be republished as an appendix to every copy of those two books of mine in which 
I have referred to America. And this I will do and cause to be done not in mere love and thankfulness but 
because I regard it as an act of plain justice and honor.

Joanne Freeman:



Dickens died just a few years later on June 9th, 1870. His death was mourned across the country.

Joanne Freeman:

Nancy Metz is professor of English at Virginia Tech and Jonathan Wells is professor of history and Afro 
American and African studies at the University of Michigan.

Joanne Freeman:

That's going to do it for us today. But you can keep the conversation going online. Let us know what you 
thought of the episode or ask us your questions about history. You'll find us at backstoryradio.org. Or, 
send an email to backstory@virginia.edu. We're also on Facebook and Twitter @BackStoryRadio. Special 
thanks this week to James Scales for acting as our resident Dickens. BackStory is produced at Virginia 
Humanities. Major support is provided by an anonymous donor, the National Endowment for the 
Humanities, the Joseph and Robert Cornell Memorial Foundation, the Johns Hopkins University and the 
Arthur Vining Davis Foundation. Additional support is provided by the Tomato Fund, cultivating fresh 
ideas in arts, the humanities and the environment.

Speaker 6:

Brian Balogh is professor of history at the University of Virginia. Ed Ayers is professor of the humanities 
and president emeritus of the University of Richmond. Joanne Freeman is professor of history and 
American studies at Yale University. Nathan Connolly is the Herbert Baxter Adams associate professor of 
history at the Johns Hopkins University. BackStory was created by Andrew Wyndham for Virginia 
Humanities.


