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CHAPTER 1

A DIrFrICULT
BEGINNING

Oriver Twist was born into a cruel world
The weary surgeon who attended his
birth had delivered too many babies born of

unmarried mothers who had nowhere else
to turn but the workhouse. Yet his heart still
stirred at the sight of the beautiful young
woman who lay before him, begging to hold
her baby

“Please!” the young woman whispered

“Just once before I die.

A careworn old nurse shaok her head
and tutted. “She shouldn't talk of dying now,
bless ‘er! When she's ‘ad thirteen babies like
me, and all but two of ‘em dead, and them
other two living in the workhouse with me,
then she might talk of dying!

The surgeon knew that the young woman
did not have long to live though, and he
placed baby Oliver in her arms. She looked
down at the feeble infant and brushed her lips
against his forehead. It was to be her final act
in this world

There was precious little that was good about
growing up in a workhouse. The poor and
unfortunate were expected to work almost
constantly, as if being poor and unfortunate
were something that deserved punishment.

As the years passed, Oliver learned to
accept his fate - he had never known anything
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different. Like the other orphans in the
workhouse, Oliver found very little time
(and even less energy) to play. The only thing

that brought Oliver any comfort was dreaming

about a different life, one with a family, but he
kept that thought to himself.

The workhouse was run by a miserable
creature named Mrs Mann, a woman so selfish
that she stole most of the money she was
supposed to use to buy food for the boys.
Conscquently, the food rations were awfully
light. In fact, all that Oliver and the other
orphans ever ate was a sort of thin, watery
porridge called gruel

Oliver was ten years old by the time a new
boy joined the workhouse. A butcher’s son
whose father had got into debt, the new boy
was used to eating meat at every meal and it
did not take too many bowls of gruel before he
became extremely agitated

“Why can't we ask for some meat?” the

butcher’s son wanted to know. “Or at least
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some seconds!” A couple of the others smirked.
They knew they would likely be beaten if they
were so rude.

The room in which the boys were fed was
alarge stone hall with a copper pot at one
end out of which the master ladled the gruel
at mealtimes. Each boy had one bowlful of
gruel and not a drop more, except at Christmas
when they were also given a slice of bread.

‘The bowls never needed washing. The
hungry boys scraped them with their spoons
till they shone again, and when they had
finished they would sit staring at the copper
pot, sucking their fingers in case any gruel had
splashed their hands.

The butcher’s boy could take no more,
he said, and if he didn’t get a proper meal
soon he feared he might have to cat the boy
who slept in the bunk next to his. Thin and
starving, Oliver and the others were slowly
coming round to the idea of asking the master

for more, and they decided to draw lots.
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It was Oliver Twist who drew the short
straw, and this chance event was to change his
life forever.

The ev

their places in the dining hall. The master, in

ning arrived and the boys took

his cook’s uniform, stood by the pot and the
gruel was served out. As usual, it disappeared
from the bowls in s

onds, and the boys began
whispering to cach other and nudging Oliver.

Miserable, hungry and desperate, he stood,
walked the length of the long hall with spoon
and bowl in hand, and stopped in front of
the master

“Please, sir,” he said in a small voice.
“I want some more.”

The master turned very pale and stared
at Oliver for a few moments, wondering how
any of the boys could have the cheek to ask
for more food.

“What?” the master eventually croaked,

ina faint voice
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“Please, sit,” replied Oliver, “I want
some more.”

The master had by now recovered his
composure and did what any reasonable
man would do in his position. He called for
assistance, grabbed Oliver by the arm and
aimed a blow at the boy’s head with the ladle.

So that was why, some days later, Oliver
found himself sold on by the workhouse, who
wanted rid of this troublesome boy before he
stirred a rebellious spirit in the other orphans.
He was to become an undertaker’s
apprentice, and though he was not sorry to
be leaving the workhouse, Oliver was a bag

of nerves on the night he was delivered to his

new master.
Mr Sowerberry, the undertaker, seemed

pleasant enough. His wife, however, was as

unfriendly as most of the adults Oliver had
encountered in his life at the workhouse.

“He's a bit small!” said Mrs Sowerberry,
when she saw Oliver. “Probably cost us more
in food than he'll bring in by working, T dare
say! These children always cost more to keep
than they're worth,

“Nonsense, my dear!” said the undertaker,
cheerfully. “Take him down to the basement
and get him something to eat. He can have
those scraps of meat we were saving for
the dog.”

Meat! Oliver’s eyes grew round and his
mouth began watering uncontrollably.

By the time he went to sleep among the
coffins in the undertaker’s shop, Oliver
was beginning to think that his luck might
be turning,
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Sadly, though, the life of an undertaker was
not to be Oliver's. M
apprentice, a much older lad named Noah,

werberry had another

who took an instant dislike to Oliver and.

spent the next few weeks trying to goad the

young newcomer into some act of viol
in the hope that he might be sent back to
the workhouse.

Oliver did his best to ignore the
nally hit

provocation, until the older boy
upon the subject of Oliver’s mother, and began
teasing him mercilessly

“Workhouse,” said Noah, for that is what he
called Oliver, “how’s your mother?”

“She’s dead,” replied Oliver, his cheeks
darkening. “Don’t you say anything about
her to me!

“What did she die of, Workhouse?”
said Noah

“Of a broken heart, some of our old nurses
told me,” replied Oliver, more as if he were
talking to himself than answering Noah.

“You know, Workhouse,” continued Noah,
“from what I heard your mother was a right
bad one! Better that she’s dead, that's what
Iheard.”

Crimson with fury, Oliver leapt up and
punched Noah as hard as he could. The older
boy dropped to the ground and began wailing

“He'll murder me!” blubbered Noah.

“Mr Sowerberry! Help, sir, help! Oliver’s gone
mad, sir!”

When the undertaker appeared, Oliver was
still too angry to speak, leaving Noah to paint
a picture of an unprovoked attack. Shaking
with silent fury, Oliver was locked in the
basement where the coffins were kept.
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That night, Oliver overheard talk of his being
returned to the workhouse. He simply could
not face that prospect, and it made up his
mind. He would run away to London and seek
his fortune

a place where he might at least
be his own master.
He climbed up on the coffins, opened a

window, and crept out into the night.





