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Charles Dickens (1812-1870) was born in Portsmouth, England, 

and for most of his life lived in or near London. His family was 

poor, and he had to go out to work in a factory at the age of 

twelve. Dickens never forgot this difficult time, and many of 

his books describe the problems of poor people, especially 

poor children, and the wide differences between the rich and 

the poor. When he was older, Dickens started working for a 

newspaper and then wrote some of the most famous novels in 

English, including Hard Times, and Nicholas Nickleby, which is 

also available as a Domino. 
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BEFORE READING 

1 Here are some of the people in the story Hard Times. What kind of people are 
they? Match the sentences with the pictures. 

Mr Gradgrind Tom Gradgrind Louisa Gradgrind 

Mrs Sparsit Sissy Jupe Stephen Blackpool Rachael 

a She's serious, clever and has little love in her life. . ............................ . 

b She's nosy, and likes to know everything that's going on. . ...................... . 

c She's sweet and very good-hearted. . ......................................... . 

d She's a poor woman with a hard life. . ........................................ . 

e He thinks that he's intelligent and interesting. . ................................ . 

f He's serious and thinks that time is money. . .................................. . 

g He's a hard worker and looks older than he is. . ............................... . 

h He likes spending money on clothes, food and drink. . .......................... . 

2 Hard Times takes place in a factory town in the north of England in 1870. What 
kind of problems do the women in the story have, do you think? ;J;b:;;c» 
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'Now then. 

who rnn tell me 

IVhat you must 

have?' 

practical useful 

and suitable 

model a good 

example for others 

nonsense ideas 

that are not 

ideas, Cecilia Jupe. Never. Now then, who can tell me what 

you must have? Bitzer, can you?' 

He looked at a boy with very light skin, white 

hair, and cold, almost colourless eyes. 

'Facts, Sir,' replied the boy. 

'Very good, Bitzer. You must not have 

anything which you cannot, in fact . see 

in the real world - no horses on your 

walls, no flowers on your floors. Facts. 

only facts!' 

Mr Gradgrind ordered the 

schoolteacher to begin his lesson, and 

then left for home. 

--------

Stone Lodge, the Gradgrind home. was 

a mile or two outside Coketown. It was 

a great square house, with six square 

windows on each side of the door, and 

a garden with trees standing in straight. 

tidy lines . Just like its owner, everything about 

Stone Lodge was practical and sensible. 

Mr Gradgrind walked along feeling very pleased with 

the visit to his school. He wanted it to be a model school. and 

he wanted all the children to be model students, just like his own 

children. The five little Gradgrinds never filled their heads with the 

nonsense of storybooks , songs or games. He was, in his own way, 

a loving father, and had made sure that his children learnt only 

useful facts from the day that they were born. 

As he was walking out of Coketown. Mr Gradgrind suddenly 

noticed an unpleasant noise. It was music. It was coming from 

a large, round, wooden building nearby, which had recently 

appeared on open ground at the edge of the town. From the top 

flew a brightly-coloured flag, on which he read the words Sleary's 

sensible Circus. Notices around the place promised an evening of fun and 
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WORD WORK 

Find words in the bricks to complete the sentences. 

a Most of the workers decide that they want to be in the Y .Di Q D. 

b Slackbridge has a ______ voice because he speaks a lot. 

c He lifts his ____ in the air when he is angry. 

d When Stephen hears Bitzer speaking to him. he _______ . 

e In the early morning the sky is very ____ . 

f Mrs Pegler·s husband is dead, so she's a _____ . 

g Mrs Pegler is a very ________ old lady. 
..,.,,,,.---� 

h Louisa ______ her eyes when Stephen loses his job. 

Mr Bounderby says that his workers are always ___________ . 

j Mrs Pegler is _________ to hear about Mr Bounderby's wife. 

k Stephen is not _______ that Louisa is a very happy wife. 

GUESS WHAT 

What happens in the next chapter? Match the people and the sentences. 

Mr Harthouse Bitzer Tom 

a ... talks to Louisa about Tom's money problems. 

b ... tells Mr Harthouse that some money has gone from the bank. 

c ... gives Tom some money. 

d ... usually locks the bank at night. 

Mr Bounderby 

e . . .  tells Mr Harthouse that people believe Stephen Blackpool robbed the bank. 

f ... doesn't want to talk to Louisa about the money disappearing from the bank. 
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sold a few - a few things which weren't worth anything to me.' 

She stopped for a moment, and blushed. Did Mr Harthouse 

know that she spoke of her husband's presents? 

'Since then he has often asked me for money, and I have given 

him what I could. But recently he has been asking for more than 

a hundred pounds at a time, and I have not been able to give it to 

him. I have told nobody else this secret.' 

'There is one thing for which I cannot forgive your brother,' 

said Harthousc. ·r cannot forgive him for the way he treats his 

best friend. She gives him endless love and kindness, and he pays 

her back with his sullen, selfish, and ungrateful ways. My dearest 

wish is to help him. and to change these ways.' 

Tears suddenly filled Louisa's eyes, and she took Harthouse's 

hand in hers for a moment. 

forgive (past 

forgave. forgiven) 

to stop being angry 
with someone for 
something bad that 
they did 

tear water that 
comes from your 
eye when you cry 

She took 

Harll,ouse's 

hand in hers. 
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READING CHECK 

Circle the best words to comp lete these sentences. 
a Mr Harthouse waits in his hotel for Mr Gradgrind I Sissy Jupe. Louisa Bounderby. 

b Sissy comes to see Harthouse because Louisa sent her I because Mr Gradgrind sent

her I although nobody sent her. 

c She tells Harthouse that he must leave Coketown I stop meeting Louisa I never write 

to Louisa. 

d Bounderby and Mrs Sparsit go to the Gradgrinds' house to speak to Mr Gradgrind I 

Tom I Louisa. 

e Mr Gradgrind tells them that he thinks Louisa should stay for a time at Stone Lodge 

with Sissy I never go back to Bounderby I run off to be with Mr Harthouse. 

f Mr Bounderby says that Louisa must come back to him that evening I by twelve 

o'clock the next day I in a week, or stay away forever. 

g One night Bounderby puts up notices everywhere giving Stephen Blackpool's I Mrs 

Pegler's I Tom Gradgrind's name as the person wanted for the robbery at his bank. 

h The next day Bounderby goes to see Louisa with Rachael to talk about the robbery I

the time that they met I Stephen Blackpool's new Job. 

At the end of the chapter, Mr Gradgrind thinks Blackpool is the thief I thinks his son 

Tom is the thief I isn't sure who the thief is. 

WORD WORK 

Find words in the clothes box to match the definitions on page 63. 

·ndigna t i o n
·\ure' 
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Plain ly�-
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a very silly, foolish .r..i.Q.i.G4.l.94�. 

b not wanting to do what other people want you to do ........................ . 

c in a shocked or angry way ........................ . 

d in a simple way ........................ . 

e a person who is not successful ........................ . 

f shock and anger ....................... . 

g to hear what someone is saying when they are speaking to somebody else ........................ . 

h a man who is not married ........................ . 

GUESS WHAT 

What happens in the last chapter? Tick three boxes. 

a D Stephen Blackpool dies. 

b D Stephen Blackpool marries Rachael. 

c D Mr Bounderby's mother arrives. 

d D Mr Bounderby marries Mrs Sparsit. 

e D Tom goes to prison. 

f D Tom leaves England. 
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self-interest 

thinking about 
what is best for 
yourself rather 
than for other 

people 

cart an open 
wooden car that 

horses pull 

Mr Sleary 

offered to drive 

Bitzer and Tom 

in his cart. 

Tm sorry, but I must have Mr Tom,' he said. 

'Bitzer,' said Mr Grad grind. 'Have you no heart?' 

'Indeed I do have a heart,' came his reply. 'The blood cannot 

travel around the body without one, Sir.' 

i\.nd can that heart not understand the feelings of others? Can 

it not feel pity?' asked Mr Gradgrind miserably. 

'It understands facts. Sir, nothing else,' said Bitzer, Tom's collar 

still firmly in his fist. 'The fact is, that if I take Mr Tom back to 

Mr Bounderby, he'll give me Mr Tom's job. and that will be good 

for me.' 

'Bitzer, if ifs only a question of self-interest. then maybe-' 

'Mr Gradgrind, our world is built on self-interest. I learnt that 

when I was very young.' 

To Mr Gradgrind's surprise, Mr Sleary then seemed to take 

Bitzer's side, and offered to drive him and Tom to the railway in his 

cart. But Sissy caught a friendly look in Sleary's eye, a look that 

firmly told her to stay behind with him for a moment. While the 



2 Match the words and phrases with the people . 

. - ·- -- -.....

. ·· 

anxious .. 

"; \ in debt bachelor 1
1, ... 

,, / full of pity . 
stubborn �/;. ) 

�- foolish gambler
Louisa 

handsome boastful 

eldest impassive

• ••_ 
1
plai11ly-dressed.' 
."-. ./

--: weak proud.·,:�· 
. extravagant 
honest sin1.ple : . 

Mr Bounderby 

Tom ·-.. - selfish James Harthouse 

Mrs Gradgrind 

gentleman .... 
1 sullen ··· -... --·

....... :·· ...,,,. ... 

Rachael 

3 Write another letter from Sissy to her father. Write about one or more of the 

people in the pictures. 

73 



OXFORD 
UNIVERSITY PllBSS 

www.oup.com/elt 

Thomas Gradgrind believes that facts and money are 
more important than feelings and imagination. After 
Sissy Jupe - a circus child - is left alone in the world, 
Gradgrind takes her into his house, looking after her 
and teaching her facts with his own children Tom and 
Louisa. Some years later the Gradgrind family meets 
hard times. Louisa becomes a prisoner in a loveless 
marriage, and Tom has problems at work. 

In the end, Thomas Gradgrind learns the importance 
of feelings and imagination. 

Text adaptation by Susan Kingsley 
Cover image courtesy of BBC Information and Archives Stills 
featuring Harriet Walter and Bill Paterson from 'Hard Times: 1994 
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