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Caring for the weakest of our society.  Clashing of social classes.  How we treat and care 
for our children.  Effecting social change.  Good vs. evil.  These are classic themes often 
embraced by literature and art.

English author Charles Dickens was a writer who tackled all of these themes with the 
intent of pointing out the flaws of the Victorian-age society in which he lived.  His novel, Oliver 
Twist, written in 1837-1839, was directed toward social reform, particularly when it came to how 
England was treating its children. 

Oliver Twist chronicles the life of an orphan who became caught in “the system.”  The 
system at that time was based on the Poor Law of 1815 as amended in 1834.  The law in 1815 
said the local parishes in England had to look after its own poor.  Over time, the cost grew 
significantly.  According to BBC.com, “By 1830 it cost about £7 million and criticism of the law 
was mounting.

• The money was raised by taxes on middle and upper class people, causing resentment. 
They complained that money went to people who were lazy and did not want to work.
• Critics also suggested that allowance systems made the situation worse because they 
encouraged poor people to have children that they could not afford to look after.
• Another criticism of the old Poor Law was that it kept workers' wages low because 
employers knew that wages would be supplemented by money provided by the Poor Law.
•The Poor Law Amendment of 1834 was designed to reduce the cost of looking after the 
poor as it stopped money going to poor people except in exceptional circumstances.  Now 
if people wanted help they had to go into a workhouse to get it. ”

   
Does this sound familiar?

Dickens had little trust or hope in the political world but instead, believed in the 
importance of education.  According to the Oxford Reader’s Guide to Dickens, “Dickens’s early 
years coincided with the state's growing sense of responsibility for the instruction of its citizens. 
Access to education varied tremendously, according to location, gender, and class. Those who 
could pay for their schooling had access to several types of institutions -- though quality was by 
no means guaranteed.”

I find it intriguing that a current national theme (how and who pays for social programs) 
and a local issue (the equity issue exposed as Erie’s Public Schools go bankrupt and charter 
schools flourish) are mirrored in the early 1800’s.  

This weekend, the high school will present their annual musical, Oliver.  Based on 
Dickens’ novel,  you will watch little Oliver, played by 5th grader David Price, go from an 
orphan’s workhouse run by cruel people to be welcomed into a band of thieves, run by equally 
nefarious adults.  Through a series of plot twists and turns, Oliver endures a great deal of 
hardship and unjust treatment until he at last finds a loving home.

If you attend this year’s show, you will be amazed as usual, by the incredible talent of our 
high school students.  But at this year’s show, you will also learn that the talent pool at GM runs 
deep as 25 students in grade 4-8 are also part of the production.  A stunning set, over 1000 
costume pieces, 53 cast members and the always brilliant direction of Bruce and Trisha Yates 
will once again provide a theater experience that takes your breath away.  

This production is the updated London version, not the original.  General McLane is one 
of the first high schools to have the rights to present this version.
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The show runs Thursday through Saturday night at 7:00 p.m. and Sunday at 2:00 p.m.  
Tickets are available at the high school.  I wish I could say that if you attend, you will discover 
the “cure” to early 19th century England’s social issues and thus solve our own country’s woes;  
but, alas, you will just discover that the answer isn’t in government but in every child having a 
caring, loving home.


