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Unmutual Friend
John Bowen uncovers how Dickens tried to place his wife in an asylum

JOHN BOWEN

Until now, most accounts of the break-up of Charles Dickens’s marriage in 1858 have
given his side of the story. A cache of letters recently discovered at Harvard tells it for
the first time from the point of view of his abandoned wife Catherine – and the new
information they contain is detailed and shocking. Biographers and scholars have
known for years how badly Dickens behaved at this time: among other things, he
blocked up the door between his and his wife’s bedrooms and falsely claimed that
Catherine “does not – and she never did – care for the children”. But it now seems that
he even tried to place his wife and the mother of those children in a lunatic asylum,
despite her evident sanity.

The accusation comes in a letter from Edward Dutton Cook, Catherine’s next-door
neighbour in Camden, north London, where she lived after her separation from Dickens.
Dutton Cook was already a friend of Dickens’s eldest son Charley, and he and his wife
Lynda made a close friendship with Catherine. As Catherine was dying, she told them
more and more about how Dickens had behaved twenty years earlier, after he met the
young actress Ellen Ternan and decided to break up their long, hitherto happy marriage.
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After their separation was finally settled in June 1858, Catherine Dickens moved to 70
Gloucester Crescent, where she lived for the last two decades of her life, until her death
in November 1879. Her allowance was £600 per annum, until it was reduced to half that
after Dickens died in 1870. She seems to have lived a modest, rather lonely life, enjoying
the theatre and other amusements, taking pleasure in her children and grandchildren.
She must have been pleased when, in 1874, the newly married Edward and Lynda
Dutton Cook moved in next door. The middle-aged Dutton Cook, a successful man of
letters, drama critic and novelist, and his wife, a twenty-year-old pianist, knew the
Dickens family well – they had first met at Gad’s Hill, Dickens’s former home in Kent,
owned since Dickens’s death by Charley. Sympathetic, discreet, well connected in the
London literary world, a friend both of Charles Dickens Jr and Dickens’s favourite
daughter Katey, Cook was well placed to learn about, and record, Catherine’s story,
which had been suppressed by Dickens and his many spin doctors.

The ninety-eight surviving letters by Dutton Cook to his friend and fellow journalist
William Moy Thomas (1828–1910), sold at auction and acquired by the Houghton
Library in 2014, give a vivid picture of literary life in the 1870s and early 80s. Thomas
had worked as a staff writer on Dickens’s journal, Household Words, and like Cook
knew the Dickens family well. Cook tells him all sorts of theatrical and literary gossip, of
writing for Charles Dickens Jr, and of meetings with Dickens’s daughters Mamie and
Katey, from whom he commissioned a painting of his daughter Sylvie. Most
importantly, he writes about Catherine, recording a visit she makes to her sister Helen
in Cheltenham, giving updates on her illness, and a moving first-hand account of
Helen’s funeral, which took place in heavy snow. Cook is there when she receives the
telegram with the news of the death of John Forster, Dickens’s closest friend and
biographer: “She hates him bitterly . . . for he was Dickens’ adviser and agent in all the
dirty work of the separation”.

Above all, the letters give a convincing account of the break-up of the Dickens marriage,
evidently directly from Catherine herself, an account that is full of detailed information
about Dickens, about Catherine, and about Ellen Ternan. This is surprising, because
Catherine had always been exceptionally discreet about what had happened to force her
to leave her marital home. But during the final year of her life, she became much more
frank about those long terrible months of marital strife in 1857–8. Knowing that she was
dying, Catherine felt she had to tell her side of the story. Katey Dickens told George
Bernard Shaw that “During almost every day of that time she spoke to me, whenever I
was alone with her, of my father. All her grievances against him came out”. Katey kept
secret much of what she had learned, but she told a little to Shaw and more to her friend
Gladys Storey, who eventually published some, after Katey’s death, in Dickens and
Daughter (1939). Cook takes us much nearer to the horse’s mouth.

The crucial revelation comes in a letter from January 1879. Catherine was then very ill,
taking twice-daily morphine injections to reduce her pain, and sometime around the
New Year had evidently poured her heart out to Edward, Lynda, or both. She showed
them her letters from Dickens, stretching back to the courtship, which she had treasured
and hoped to have published. “If they are honestly set forth”, writes Cook, “they will
show that great affection had subsisted during a long course of years between husband
and wife.”
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Catherine also told him in some detail about the separation, confirming many of the
facts that scholars have dug out over the past century or more. Cook has knowledge of
Ellen Ternan’s relationship with Dickens, of the address of the house he bought for her,
and about her subsequent life as the wife of a clergyman. The detail, accuracy and lack of
sensationalism all confirm the authenticity of what he says, including its most important
revelation:

he discovered at last that she had outgrown his liking. She had borne ten children and
had lost many of her good looks, was growing old, in fact. He even tried to shut her up in
a lunatic asylum, poor thing! But bad as the law is in regard to proof of insanity he could
not quite wrest it to his purpose.

This is a stronger and more damning account of Dickens’s behaviour than any other.
Cook tells us, as Catherine must have told him, that Dickens tried to put her in a lunatic
asylum, through bending the law to his purpose to prove her insane. Could it possibly be
true?

Almost certainly, yes. In 1858, when he was most desperate to free himself, Dickens had
claimed in a letter he allowed to be copied and circulated that Catherine suffered from “a
mental disorder”. What he called the “violated letter” unsurprisingly found its way into
the newspapers to often shocked reactions: as Elizabeth Barrett Browning put it, “What
a dreadful letter that was! And what a crime for a man to use his genius as a cudgel . . .
against the woman he promised to protect tenderly with life and heart”. Catherine’s
family fought back and in a letter once dismissed as a forgery but now known to be
authentic, her aunt Helen Thomson claimed that Dickens had tried to get the doctor
who attended Catherine to sanction the accusation of mental illness, but that the latter
“sternly refused, saying he considered Mrs. Dickens perfectly sound in mind”.

Bad enough at any time, the charge of “mental disorder” was a particularly frightening
one in the 1850s. In the same month that Dickens and Catherine had separated, his
close friend and fellow novelist Edward Bulwer- Lytton successfully plotted to have his
wife Rosina seized, certified insane and incarcerated in a private asylum. Only after a
widespread public outcry was she judged sane and freed. The law provided few
safeguards for awkward family members whose relatives wanted to put them away, and
Dickens, like Bulwer, was exceptionally well connected. John Forster was secretary to
the Commissioners of Lunacy, and both he and Dickens had close friendships with key
figures in the mad-doctoring trade, such as Dr John Conolly. As John Sutherland put it
in Victorian Fiction: Writers, publishers, readers,

To be accused of . . . “mental disorder” with Dr John Conolly and John Forster . . .
hovering in the background was highly ominous . . . . For a physician like Conolly, Mrs
Dickens’ alleged “languor” and her excitability about her husband’s infidelity would have
been quite sufficient for a certificate of “moral insanity” to be drawn up. He did it for
Lord Lytton, would he not do the same for his friend Mr Dickens?

Sutherland suggests that the purpose of the charge of “mental disorder” in the “violated
letter” was to “show her the instruments”, to give Catherine “a terrifying glimpse . . . of
what he might do”. But we now know that it was more than that; Dickens actually tried
to bend the law to have her incarcerated.

These were very troubling things to learn about a national treasure. Cook naturally felt
conflicted, deeply sympathetic to Catherine, but also close to the Dickens family,
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knowing that “any hint to the prejudice of C.D. would be received by them as an act of
high treason”. After Catherine’s death, he wanted to write about her life, but “could not
say what I thought just without offending the family” and so did not: “I have been
discreet if not valorous or upright”. But his judgement on Dickens’s behaviour is
unequivocal: “Twenty years ago, he was, to my mind, either mad or a scoundrel”.

So instead Cook told his friend Thomas, who himself was no partisan of Catherine,
describing her as “a great fat lady – florid with arms thick as the leg of a life Guard’s
man and red as a beef sausage!” No hint of what they knew reached the press. But
another source allows us to name a likely candidate for the doctor who stood up to
Dickens. Sarah Wise, in her Inconvenient People: Lunacy, liberty and the mad-doctors
in Victorian England (2012), recounts a cache of missing letters:

Descendants of Dr Thomas Harrington Tuke, superintendent of Manor House Asylum in
Chiswick between 1849 and 1888, are believed to have seen correspondence in which the
novelist asked Tuke to investigate the possibility of having his wife committed to Manor
House. Allegedly, Tuke, in reply, refused, on the grounds that there was no evidence that
Catherine was of unsound mind. The original letters were handed to a researcher in the
1970s and have been missing ever since; as no copies were ever made, this story cannot
be verified.

Thomas Harrington Tuke was well known to Dickens, who exchanged several letters
with him and was a guest at the christening of his son, but the friendship evidently
cooled. By 1864, Dickens was calling him a “wretched Being” and a “Medical Donkey”.
Something had clearly happened that caused Tuke, with whom Dickens had been on
such friendly terms only a few years earlier, to be vilified in such a way; and it seems
likely that it was his refusal to help in the plot against Catherine.

A longer version of this article will be appearing in the Spring edition of the Dickensian.

Source: https://www.the-tls.co.uk/articles/public/charles-catherine-dickens-asylum/


