
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  

	  

Looking	  for	  Dickens	  at	  the	  Parker	  House	  

	  

Some people check 

into Boston’s stately old 

Parker House Hotel while on 

business or as tourists. Others 

frequent its restaurant to 

sample the famous rolls and 

the original recipe for Boston 

Cream Pie. I visited the Parker House to peer into an old 

mirror, hoping that Charles Dickens might peer back out at 

me.  

I’ve loved Dickens since I read A Christmas Carol, 

A Tale of Two Cities, and Great Expectations in junior high. I’m 

hardly alone, of course—there are thousands of Dickensians 
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around the globe. Venturing beyond the books, Dickens’ fans 

also frequent fellowships and fairs, memorials and museums, 

pubs and web pages and even a theme park in Kent, England. 

When I discovered there was a Dickens Room at the Parker 

House—in the midst of those dedicated to Emerson, 

Hawthorne, and Longfellow—I wanted to see it for myself. 

The Dickens Room is a meeting space now, but in 

1868, Dickens used his hotel room as home base for his 

second American tour. He did dramatic readings up and 

down the east coast—New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, 

Washington, Portland—and would return to Boston to re-

charge. 

I planned my Parker House visit for St. Patrick’s 

Day. There’s no bond between the man who re-invented 

Christmas and the man who chased the chased the snakes out 

of Ireland—as far as I know; it was simply a day off I could 

share with my husband Tom. Yet, as we jostled our way 

amongst revelers decked out in Guinness hats and green-
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feathered boas, my Dickens quest seemed somehow less 

questionable and more whimsical.  

When we arrived at the hotel’s front desk a little 

before noon, the clerk told us the room was occupied from 

eleven to five. We were a little too late and a lot too early. 

 “Why don’t we have lunch here?” I said to Tom. 

“We can scope out the location, soak up some atmosphere, 

and check out the Dickens mirror. It used to be in the room, 

but now it’s in a hallway on the mezzanine floor.” 

“What’ll we do after that? Until you can get a peek 

at the room?” Tom asked. 

 “Maybe we can visit the State House? It’s just 

down the street from the hotel. I think I went there on a 

school trip once, but I don’t remember much about it. Have 

you ever been?”  

“No, never. Sounds like a plan.”  

Tom and I share an enthusiasm for the unusual. 

We’ve visited Edna St. Vincent Millay’s statue in Camden, 

Maine; Poe’s house in Richmond; and the tomb of an Irish 
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queen in Knocknarea, Ireland (which turned out to be a pile 

of stones). That trip to Ireland was our own “big adventure,” 

but what we’ve lacked in funds for world travel, we’ve make 

up for in the close-to-home and slightly off-beat. We’ve 

toured Louisa May Alcott’s Orchard House, the Paper House 

in Rockport, MA (literally made of rolled paper) and 

illustrator Edward Gorey’s cottage on Cape Cod. So Tom 

was on board for the Dickens room, the Dickens mirror, and 

whatever else the day offered.   

Not wanting to be the first ones in the restaurant, 

we headed up the stairs to the mezzanine, toward the Dickens 

mirror at the end of the hall. It was four feet wide and about 

six feet tall, with a carved frame. A plaque stated that the 

mirror had been authenticated by the Boston Dickens 

Fellowship.  

“Can you see him in there?” Tom asked. 

“No, but I can imagine him in there. Getting ready 

for a reading. Checking out his hair, his clothes. He wore 

some pretty fancy outfits. Velvet vests. Bright colors. He 
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would have been rehearsing. He sometimes practiced 200 or 

300 times before giving a performance.”  

“Do you want to check out the room?” 

It was at the end of the left corridor. The door was 

locked. Dead silence within. Had the clerk been wrong?  

“Let’s go to lunch and check again later,” I said. 

The Parker House restaurant is elegant: dark wood 

paneling, thick carpeting, feathery plants in stout urns, 

elaborate window draperies that allow no hint of sunlight. We 

were only the second party, so our waiter Gerry had a little 

time to chat. He showed us the corner where JFK had 

proposed to Jackie.  

“Do you know where Dickens sat?” Tom joked. 

“No. But we do have the Dickens Room upstairs,” 

Gerry said, nonplussed. “At Christmastime, we used to have 

Dickens’ great-great-grandson read A Christmas Carol upstairs 

in the ballroom. It’s so popular now, though, that we had to 

move to the theater farther down the street. We have a 
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reception here and then people go across the way to the 

reading.” 

* * * * * 

Why is Dickens so popular with people all over the 

world? If they’re like me, they got hooked on A Christmas 

Carol. Long before I ever knew there was a Dickens, there 

was the Mr. Magoo cartoon, then the Albert Finney musical 

Scrooge. Stepping out of the movie theater into a gently falling 

snow, after seeing Scrooge for the first time, I felt I’d 

unwrapped new layers of Christmas meaning. Years later, 

introducing it to my daughters on a homemade tape, I loved 

sharing Scrooge’s spiritual transformation with them. My 

younger daughter watched the tape obsessively for a couple 

of years, even in the summer. We all started reading the book 

together during the holidays.  

Many people throng to A Christmas Carol, in one or 

more of its myriad forms, yet never graduate to more 

Dickens. But beginning with Great Expectations—assigned by 

my ninth-grade teacher Mrs. Donnelly, somewhat Havisham-
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esque herself—Dickens captured me, and I wanted more. I 

remember opening A Tale of Two Cities and being blown away 

by those overblown first lines: “It was the best of times, it 

was the worst of times . . .” It gradually dawned on me that 

most of my classmates did not appreciate the torrent of 

words, the cavalcade of characters, the antiquated humor, the 

escape to another place that promised to stretch out for 

hundreds of pages. I could hide in Dickens but also find 

myself there: child, friend, hero, lover, teacher, writer.  

I keep returning to Dickens. I’ve read Our Mutual 

Friend several times. I’ve just started Nicholas Nickleby for the 

first time. Visiting this little Dickens shrine in the heart of 

Boston was a way to acknowledge years of reading bliss. 

* * * * * 

The restaurant started to get busy, and Gerry had 

to move on. After lunch and another try at the door (we 

heard mumbling within), Tom and I toured the State House 

and then strolled through Boston Common. We stopped at 
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the Granary Burial Ground, where one of the headstones was 

for an Ezra Dibble. 

 “Dickens would have liked that name,” I said. “In 

Great Expectations alone, there’s a Wopsle, a Drummle, and a 

Pumblechook.” 

It was time to go back to the Parker House. I was 

afraid that the room would be locked again, but the door was 

wide open, and we wandered in. A utilitarian conference table 

was the room’s chief feature, but I tried to ignore it. I ran my 

hand across the marble-topped fireplace, on which perched a 

bust of Dickens. (I tried to ignore that, too.) In this fairly 

ordinary room, I told myself, Dickens woke every morning 

and slept every night during his Boston stay. It was his safe 

haven as he planned his readings, then re-arranged them 

when winter storms and his own failing health hampered 

those plans. 

 “This trip was all about making a lot of money 

from his adoring American fans,” I told Tom.  
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“He knew every detail about advance ticket sales in 

each city, and how much he earned at each appearance. He 

pushed himself to give as many performances as possible. His 

family and friends thought that the tour wrecked his health. 

Somewhere along the way, people started calling it the 

farewell tour. He knew he was sick. He knew he’d never be 

back.”  

I stopped at the mirror one more time as we left 

the mezzanine. This time I imagined Dickens studying his 

own aging face. Did he sense that death was only two years 

away? His energy was waning. His greatest works—David 

Copperfield, Great Expectations—were behind him.  

“This suddenly seems like a sad place to visit as a 

Dickens fan—the beginning of the end,” I said. 

But I remembered that Boston and the second 

American tour really did represent the culmination of 

Dickens’ career. 
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“He was a super-star—the way a rock star would 

be today.” I said. “Crowds of fans flocked to those readings, 

some slept outside overnight to get tickets. 

“Famous Americans wanted to meet him—

President Johnson, before he was impeached, of course. 

Longfellow, Emerson.” 

Dickens’ books were even more popular in the 

United States than in England. (He didn’t make a penny from 

the American sales, though, because the publishers simply 

copied and printed the books.) Dickens affected—and 

continues to affect—the American pysche in so many ways, 

from how we celebrate Christmas to what we think about 

orphans and factories and slums.  

Looking for a glimpse of Dickens in the city where 

he and America intersected was a fitting gesture for an 

American fan.	  	  

	  

	  


