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Jack Malvern

Wednesday September 

29 2021, 4.00pm, 

The Times

The beginnings of Charles Dickens’s mission to help the

impoverished people he wrote about in his novels have

been discovered in three letters to a mysterious

Glaswegian woman.
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Although Dickens devoted much of his life to helping

the poor, he usually did so by using his celebrity, making

speeches or disbursing funds provided by a

philanthropist.

However, the letters show that he wrote to a woman,

known only as “Miss JD”, on at least three occasions

after his rise to fame, each time enclosing a postal order

for a small sum of money that he referred to as “a trifle”.

The Charles Dickens Letters Project, based at Queen’s

University Belfast, found the text of the letters, which

were previously unknown to scholars, in a copy of

Glasgow’s Evening Citizen newspaper from June 15, 1870.

Dr Leon Litvack, editor of the project, said the letters

were interesting not only because they showed Dickens

giving his own money to a woman in distress, but also

because Miss JD had hoped to benefit twice by trying to

sell the letters after the author’s death.

Dickens wrote to the woman three times, sending her small sums of money, after she 

pleaded for help
ALAMY
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“It was unusual for Dickens to take someone under his

wing in this way — particularly so early in his career,”

Litvack said. “The letters show that he provided her with

sums of money to help her along.”

Dickens first wrote to Miss JD on June 17, 1839, when he

addressed her formally in a letter in which he referred to

himself in the third person.
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He wrote that “he encloses a trifle towards the

alleviation of the writer’s distress and the attainment of

her honest object; regretting that, with many other

claims upon him, he cannot a\ord more, and sincerely

trusting that better prospects may open upon her before

long”.

The woman’s circumstances remained bleak and she

travelled from her native Glasgow to London in hope of

better prospects.

Dickens’s second letter, on July 25, 1839, was warmer. He

The letters were published in Glasgow’s Evening Citizen in 1870, when the woman tried 

to sell them
NOT KNOWN
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referred to himself in the first person and o\ered her a

series of payments. The author, who had become a

household name since the publication of The Pickwick

Papers, apologised that he could not help her to get a job.

His last known letter to Miss JD was on December 14,

1839, when he wrote her a brief note enclosing “some

slight temporary relief” and promising to write again.

An article in the Glasgow newspaper said that the

woman had become more financially secure and had

married, but that she fell on hard times again when she

and her husband became ill. This prompted her to sell

the letters through the newspaper, which invited readers

to inspect them at its o_ces before making a bid.

Litvack said that the letters showed “the beginnings of

[Dickens’s] practical e\orts on behalf of the poor”.
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Dickens only began making regular speeches on behalf

of the poor after his visit to America in 1842. He did not

meet Angela Burdett Coutts, the philanthropist whose

funds he used to help impoverished women find a new

life abroad, until July 1839, a month after the first letter.

The author told the woman that he could not recommend her for a job in London 

because he did not know her
NOT KNOWN

Share Save

Related articles

Charles Dickens’s 
secrets, pleasures and 
heartaches

February 07 2020, 12.00pm

David Sanderson, Arts Correspondent

There would be no point saying to 

Charles Dickens: “Please Sir, can I have 

some more gin punch?” It turns out he 

kept it under the table for...

The Pick-me-up Papers: 
Dickens better for 
mental health than self-
help books

March 01 2020, 12.01am

Andrew Gregory, Health Editor

Classic works of literature by William 

Shakespeare, Charles Dickens and 

other great writers can boost your 

brain and relieve depression, chronic...

Shame and misery of 
Dickens when his father 
fell on hard times

January 26 2021, 12.01am

Sara Tor

Wilkins Micawber, the optimist of 

David Copperfield, believed that when 

in financial strife, something would 

turn up. For Charles Dickens’s...

$ BACK TO TOP

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/letters-show-how-charles-dickens-helped-an-impoverished-stranger-hczkd2n2g
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/letters-show-how-charles-dickens-helped-an-impoverished-stranger-hczkd2n2g
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/letters-show-how-charles-dickens-helped-an-impoverished-stranger-hczkd2n2g
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/letters-show-how-charles-dickens-helped-an-impoverished-stranger-hczkd2n2g
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/letters-show-how-charles-dickens-helped-an-impoverished-stranger-hczkd2n2g
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/treasure-trove-of-dickens-letters-reveals-secrets-about-writer-0rlv9q3vb
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/the-pick-me-up-papers-dickens-better-for-mental-health-than-self-help-books-bn9xd88j2
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/shame-and-misery-of-dickens-when-fathers-debts-kept-turning-up-0czzvhd9d

