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Notes about Dust Heaps 
(Our Mutual Friend, Book 1) 

 

“…a tremendous old rascal who made his money by Dust.” 

 Mayhew gave an account of the dust business (2.166-7). The various London parishes 
contracted with individual entrepreneurs - the dust contractors - for the clearance of dust-
bins and other rubbish. Formerly, dust had been of considerable commercial value and the 
contractors had paid a yearly sum for the right to collect it; subsequently, the demand fell off 
and the parishes had to pay the contractors to remove it. The contractor employed a gang of 
men directly, or indirectly through subcontractors, whom he equipped with shovels, baskets, 
carts and horses. The dust was removed to some local ground owned by the contractor where 
it was heaped. There it was sifted, usually by women labourers who worked long hours for the 
lowest of wages. This is a description of the scene at Dodd’s yard (the canal is the Regent’s 
Canal): 

Flanking one side of the yard were a score or so of upreared dustcarts, and on the other 
side, extending almost from the outer gate to the water’s brink, were great mounds of 
ordinary dustbin muck; and in the midst of the mounds -literally, so that in many cases 
part only of their bodies were visible - were thirty or forty women and girls. In view of 
the canal, the surface covered with big yellow slabs of ice - with a rasping northwind 
blowing continuously through the yard, and with frost and snow everywhere to be 
seen, there sat the ‘hill-women,’ girls of sixteen and old dames of sixty, each holding 
before her a sieve as large as the top of a small loo-table, in which she dexterously 
caught the huge shovelfull supplies of the ‘feeder’. (‘ Dust Ho!’, Penny Illustrated Pa-
per, 27January 1866,62) 

 . . . 

 Dickens’s relations with the dust contractor Henry Dodd are described on page 57. His 
work with Miss Burdett Coutts had involved him in dealings with another dust contractor. As 
Fielding (1965) has shown, Miss Burdett Coutts bought a large tract of land in Bethnal Green 
from a dust contractor on which to build workmen’s flats. The project was discussed in 1852 
but work only began in 1859 and the flats were not opened until 1862: ‘The explanation of the 
delay is the dust-heap: for although Miss Burdett Coutts became the owner of the land she 
was, for some reason, unable to evict her principal tenant who was given seven years to find 
an alternative place to carry on his business’ (117). In 1854, in a letter to Miss Burdett Coutts, 
Dickens referred to dust contractors as the type of those who used their influence to oppress 
the poor: ‘a worthless Government which is afraid of every little interest and trembles before 
the vote of every dust contractor, will never do those things for them [working men] or pay 
the least sincere attention to them, until they are made election questions’ (26 October, Let-
ters: Coutts 273). 

 The growth of industry and urbanization made images of dust, cinder and dung-heaps 
compelling. In his Latter-Day Pamphlets (1850) Carlyle called for ‘Abler men in Downing 
Street, abler men to govern us: yes, that, sure enough, would remove the dung-mountains, 
however high they are’ (‘ Downing Street’). In Charles Reade’s novel Hard Cash, serialized as 
‘Very Hard Cash’ in AYR in 1863-4, the villainous speculator Richard Hardie supposes a vital 
receipt to have been carried to a ‘monstrous heap of ashes on the London road’: ‘he resolved 
to buy security … and quietly purchased that mountain, the refuse of all Barkington. But he 
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felt so ill-used, he paid for it in his own notes [his bank has no Capital]: by this means the 
treaty reverted to the primitive form of harter - ashes for rags’ (23). Another character talks of 
‘the intellectual dust-heap of an oppressed nation’ (3). 

 

“Red velveteens and a bell?” … “And a ladder and basket”  

 A coloured plate of 1829 shows a dustman wearing red breeches, a brown coat, blue 
waistcoat, blue and white striped stockings, blue checked shirt, white apron, and a fan-tail cap 
covering a red cap. He is carrying a large bell (Cunnington and Lucas, 1968,278). Mayhew 
noted: 

These men used, before the passing of the late Street Act, to ring a dull-sounding bell 
so as to give notice to housekeepers of their approach, but now they merely cry, in a 
hoarse unmusical voice, ‘Dust oy-eh!’ Two men accompany the cart, which is furnished 
with a short ladder and two shovels and baskets. (2.175) 
 

 

“And a ladder and basket the growling old vagabond threw up his own mountain ränge, like 
an old volcano, and its geological formation was Dust.” 

 Geology was controversial because it could be used to undermine a literal belief in the 
Scriptures. Mayhew remarked that the dust-heaps ‘frequently … cover a large extent of 
ground in the fields, and there the dust is piled up to a great height in a conical heap … having 
much the appearance of a volcanic mountain’ (2.171). 

 

 

“Coal-dust, vegetable-dust, bone-dust, crockery dust, rough dust, and sifted dust, - all man-
ner of Dust.” 

 Vegetable and animal matter, which was called ‘soft-ware’, was sold as manure. Dead 
cats were sold for their fur. Among articles of ‘hard-ware’ were bones, sent to the soap-boiler; 
rags, used to make paper; bits of tin, brass and lead; glass, sold to the glass shop; and jewel-
lery and coins, which were liable to be regarded as the sifter’s perquisites. Each dust-heap was 
thoroughly sifted; bits of coal collected were sold; the large cinders were sold for braziers; the 
next sort of cinders, ‘called the breezey because it is left after the wind has blown the finer 
cinders through an upright sieve’, was sold to brick-makers (HW 1.380). The nightmen, who 
emptied cesspools, were usually also dustmen, scavengers or chimney-sweeps, and until 
1848, when the practice was prevented by the Nuisances Removal and Diseases Prevention 
Act, night-soil was dumped in the dust-yards: ‘the cesspool matter was “shot” in a night-yard, 
generally also a dust-yard. These were the yards of the parish contractors, and were situated 
in Maiden-Lane, Paddington, &c., &c’ (Mayhew 2.449; cited by Sucksmith, 1973). It will read-
ily be appreciated that dust-yards stank, though Dickens does not mention the fact. 


