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The First Visit: 
August 1858 
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‘Our London Correspondence’, Belfast News-Letter, 11 June 1858, p. 2. 
Photograph © Leon Litvack 

Two months before Dickens’s arrival, the Belfast News-Letter carried 
a report about the scandal surrounding Dickens’s separation from 
his wife Catherine. Dickens managed to silence rumours about an 
a�air with a ‘Miss T___’ (that is, the 18-year old actress Ellen Ternan), 
alluded to in the report. Such news would clearly have heightened 
interest in the author’s reading tour.

‘Mr Charles Dickens Reading “Little Dombey”, Illustrated London News, 31 July 1858. 
Photograph © Leon Litvack 

Dickens’s advent was much anticipated: his 
loyal followers would come to hear him read, 
and would see for themselves the man who 
had made such scandalous headlines.

In 1858 Dickens not only undertook on his first provincial reading 
tour (which took in Dublin, Cork, Limerick, and Belfast), but he also 
separated from his wife, and made a public declaration denying 
accusations of ‘gross immorality’.

He arrived in Belfast from Dublin, on Friday 27 August 1858, and 
gave an evening performance of A Christmas Carol. At a matinee the 
following day he read Little Dombey, and in the evening he 
produced a combined programme of The Poor Traveller and Boots 
at the Holly Tree Inn (portions of two Christmas stories), as well as 
Mrs Gamp.

The local newspapers were thrilled with his renditions. The Belfast 
News-Letter remarked of Little Dombey, ‘There were tears on many 
fair cheeks throughout the hall, and grave old men, whose youthful 
sympathies had long been closed, found a strange dimness in their 
eyes.’ 

Dickens clearly enjoyed his time in Belfast, and thought his fans ‘a 
better audience on the whole than Dublin’. With the help if his friend 
Francis Dalziel Finlay (1832-1917), owner of the Northern Whig, he 
bought an Irish jaunting-car, which he subsequently used to ferry 
guests from his country home in Kent to the railway station. In his tour of Ireland in late August 1858 Dickens gave four readings in 

Dublin, three each in Belfast and Cork, and two in Limerick. He was ‘greatly 
surprised’ that imagined stereotypes were not confirmed. Dublin, he noted, 
had ‘far fewer spirit shops’ than other great cities, and was very much larger 
than he had supposed it to be. Some of the places he visited in Ireland 
reminded him of Paris and Naples.

‘Mr. Charles Dickens’s Readings’, Household Words 19 (14 August 1858). 
Photograph © Leon Litvack 

Dickens’s Household Words, a weekly journal which he edited, was a 
convenient vehicle for publicising his reading tours. The fact that he 
advertised his upcoming performances in Shrewsbury, Chester, Liverpool, 
Belfast and Dublin clearly indicated that this publication was read and 
appreciated in these places.

Carrickfergus Castle, Co. Antrim, photographed by Robert French (1841-1917). 
Photograph © Public Record O�ce of Northern Ireland

Dickens was an inveterate walker, and used his frequent excursions to 
gather insight and inspiration for his imaginative works. He walked from 
Belfast to Carrickfergus, and then to Brown’s Bay on Islandmagee, to visit a 
rocking stone known as the Giant’s Cradle.


