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The Third Visit: 
January 1869
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‘Mr. Charles Dickens’s Last reading’, Illustrated London News, 19 March 1870. 
Photograph © Leon Litvack

Dickens had planned on giving one hundred readings for his farewell 
tour. He was much anticipated in Ireland, with one paper calling him 
‘the greatest reader of the greatest writer of the age’. When he read 
David Copperfield (which Dickens called his ‘favourite child’), the 
attention of the audience, according to the Northern Whig, was 
‘steady and minute’.

Dickens’s ‘Farewell’ tour was the last time he 
appeared before his adoring public. While 
the cheers of the crowds received extensive 
coverage, the most shocking incident of the 
Irish tour did not.
Dickens performed in Belfast twice, in the company of his daughter 
and sister-in-law. On 8 January he read two old favourites, A 
Christmas Carol and the Trial from Pickwick. Then, after some days 
in Dublin, he returned to present David Copperfield and Mr. Bob 
Sawyer’s Party on 15 January.

The Belfast News-Letter was full of praise: ‘He was more an actor 
than a reader. When a passage required it his whole physical energies 
were thrown into the delineation of a passion. In his ever-active 
hand an unlimited power of illustration resides, giving you the idea 
that this member is to Dickens what the wand is to the fairy’.

Dickens and his family spent what a friend called ‘delightful days’ in 
Belfast. The city’s Lord Mayor, Frederick Lewis, had attempted to 
organise a civic dinner, but Dickens, wishing to preserve all of his 
e�orts for the reading tour, politely declined.
 
He left for Dublin on 16 January, and, for the second time in his life, 
su�ered a train derailment.  A large piece of the engine’s wheel broke 
free, tearing up the ground and telegraph poles. Dickens threw himself 
on the floor of the carriage, and, though shaken, was unhurt. His 
manager Dolby said that if a piece of the debris had ripped through 
the carriage, ‘it would have been impossible for us to escape’. 

‘Charles Dickens Exhausted’, in Some Victorian Men (1924), by Harry Furniss (1854-1925). 
Photograph © Charles Dickens Museum 

Despite his failing health Dickens persisted with his final tour, and even 
devised a new, sensational reading to satisfy his audience and his promoters. 
He performed the murder of Nancy by Bill Sikes (seen here in the 
background) obsessively, and confided to a friend, just before his last 
performance, ‘I shall tear myself to pieces’. Dickens gleefully noted that Sikes 
and Nancy left its hearers ‘pale’ and ‘horror-stricken’.

‘Scene of the Fatal Accident at Staplehurst’, in The Illustrated London News, 17 June 1865. 
Photograph © Leon Litvack

In June 1865 Dickens was involved in a train derailment at Staplehurst, in 
Kent, while returning from France with Ellen Ternan and her mother. The 
accident left him shaken, and uneasy about train travel. His manager George 
Dolby provided a vivid account of accident which occurred between Belfast 
and Dublin, and noted that Dickens instinctively tried to protect himself, 
‘having the recollection of the dreadful Staplehurst accident of in his mind’.


