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A bit of Dave added by Ivo Graham @IvoGraham

Let’s start with something obvious: Bleak House is very long 
and at it is very complicated. And while that is kind of the point, 
it can make the novel a bit off-putting.

Dickens’ 67-chapter novel was originally serialized in 20 parts, 
has 2 narrators, dozens of characters and revolves around an 
interminably long court case to settle an estate. The case is 
interminable because unscrupulous legal practitioners keep 
dragging it out to increase their fees – Dickens coined a new 
term, ‘wiglomeration’, to describe this practice. Everyone in 
Bleak House, from landed gentry in country houses to opium 
addicts in London slums, is affected by this institutional greed, 
and Dickens stuffs his novel to bursting in order to hammer this 
point home. Which, ultimately, makes the book impossible to 
sum up.

Rather than trying to simplify this mind-boggling novel, then, 
we chose to embrace its chaos by combining it with one of the 
most sadistically tedious, frustratingly tortuous and painfully 
self-defeating inventions ever conceived by a vengefully 
masochistic humanity. Meetings.

In April 2021 a meeting of the Handforth Parish Council went 
viral and made a celebrity of its convenor, Jackie Weaver, when 
it descended into swearing and chaos. Our writer draws parallels 
between this inadvertently hilarious circus and the hellish legal 
systems mocked by Dickens. We invite you to let the following 
nonsense wash over you, safe in the knowledge that you are 
not trapped in a Dickensian court or in a local parish council 
meeting. (Unless you are, of course, in which case may the gods 
have mercy upon you).
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CHAPTER 1: IN COUNCIL

Handforth. Second lockdown lately over, and the Parish Council sitting at (video) 
conference. Implacable rural broadband. As much accidental mute on the Zoom as if the 
participants had but newly retired from the face of the earth, and it would not be wonderful 
to meet a Megalosaurus’s iPad, forty feet long or so, waddling like an elephantine lizard 
into the gallery view. Parishioners, jostling one another from the speaker view in a general 
infection of ill temper, and losing their foot-hold over points of order, where tens of 
thousands of other parishioners have been slipping and sliding since the day broke (if this 
day ever broke).
Fog everywhere. Fog up the river, where it flows among green aits and meadows; fog down 
the river, where it rolls defiled among the tiers of shipping and the waterside pollutions of 
a great and dirty city. Fog creeping into the cabooses of collier-brigs; fog lying out on the 
yards and hovering in the rigging of great ships; fog drooping on the gunwales of barges 
and small boats. Fog in the eyes and throats of Handforth’s councillors, wheezing by the 
bookshelves of their spare rooms; fog in their cameras; fog in their microphones; fog in their 
glasses. Chairs and vice-chairs peeping through the Zoom into a nether sky of fog, with fog 
all round them, as if they were up in a balloon and hanging in the misty clouds.
The raw afternoon is rawest, and the dense fog is densest, and the muddy streets are 
muddiest near that leaden-headed old obstruction, appropriate ornament for the threshold of 
a leaden-headed old corporation: sat too close to his computer, at the very heart of the fog, 
the self-elected clerk Brian Tolver, in his self-declared chairmanship of the Council.
Never can there come fog too thick, never can there come mud and mire too deep, to assort 
with the groping and floundering condition which this High Court of Handforth, most 
pestilent of hoary sinners, holds this day in the sight of heaven and earth.
On such an afternoon, if ever, Jackie Weaver, chief officer of the Cheshire Association of 
Local Councils ought to be sitting here—as here she is—with a foggy glory round her head, 
softly fenced in with assorted cushions and picture frames, addressed by a large advocate 
with great eyebrows, a little voice, and an interminable brief, and outwardly directing 
his contemplation to the meeting agenda, where he can see nothing but fog. On such an 
afternoon some score of members of the Handforth parish council ought to be—as here they 
are—mistily engaged in one of the ten thousand stages of an endless cause, tripping one 
another up on slippery precedents, groping knee-deep in technicalities, running their goat-
hair and horsehair warded heads against walls of words and making a pretence of equity 
with serious faces, as players might. (There is also, admittedly, quite a lot of background 
noise).
Who happen to be in the parish council Zoom this murky afternoon besides the chief officer 
and the clerk? There is the councillor John Smith, in grey cardigan matching his grey wall; 
Sue, with grey trees on grey curtains to follow; and there are two or three Aleds, or petty-
bags, or privy purses, or whatever they may be, bunched up on a sofa in front of a picture of 
a lake. These are all yawning, for no crumb of progress ever falls from the Handforth Parish 
Council, which was squeezed dry years upon years ago. Their places are a blank.
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“Jarndyce and Jarndyce drones on,” says Jackie Weaver. “This scarecrow of a suit has, in 
course of time, become so complicated that no man alive knows what it means.”
A most unpromising of mission statements, from the officer drafted into help the parish 
council with their book club. It had been hoped that a Victorian novel about a complex 
series of legal suits might be fine fodder for Handforth, a labyrinth of clerical conflict and 
wilful subplot worthy of Dickens himself. But none of them understand Bleak House. 
The parties to it understand it least, but it has been observed that no two parishioners 
can talk about it for five minutes without coming to a total disagreement as to all the 
premises. Innumerable children have been born into the cause; innumerable young people 
have married into it; innumerable old people have died out of it. Scores of persons have 
deliriously found themselves made Handforth parish councillors without knowing how or 
why; whole families have inherited legendary hatreds with the suit. On one occasion the 
speaker has been told to “fuck off”.
The Handforth parish council has passed into a joke. That is the only good that has ever 
come of it. It has been death to many, but it is a joke in the profession. Every Zoom meeting 
in England has had a reference out of it. Good things have been said about it by blue-nosed, 
bulbous-shoed old benchers in select port-wine committee after dinner in hall. Stand-up 
comics have been in the habit of fleshing their Dave content around it. Jackie Weaver has 
appeared on Celebrity Mastermind with the Chronicles of Riddick as her specialist subject.
How many people the Council has stretched forth its unwholesome hand to spoil and 
corrupt would be a very wide question. Shirking and sharking in all their many varieties 
have been sown broadcast by the ill-fated cause; and even those who have contemplated its 
history from the outermost circle of such evil have been insensibly tempted into a loose way 
of letting bad things alone to take their own bad course, and a loose belief that if the world 
go wrong it was in some off-hand manner never meant to go right.
Thus, in the midst of the mud and at the heart of the fog, sits external referee Jackie Weaver, 
patiently combing through character after character, tangent after tangent.
“Are you a member of the public?”
“Yes.”
“Just making sure you weren’t somebody I should have been aware of.”
For there are a great many people here, and more to come, and it will be a struggle to stay 
aware of all of them.
“As my sister says”, interjects Cynthia, a figure of wordliness of warmth in the early 
exchanges, “if you get up in the morning and you haven’t spontaneously combusted, you’re 
OK.”
“This book club has been called as an extraordinary book club”, interjects Counsellor 
Tolver, latterly something restless under the eloquence of that learned gentleman. “There 
are certain conditions for an extraordinary book club and these have not been met. These are 
specified both in our standing orders, standing order 17B and in law.”
Mr Tolver is supposed never to have read anything but standing orders since he left school.
“If there was any challenge to the holding of the book club, it should have been done in 
advance,” says Mrs Weaver with a slight smile.
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Eighteen of Mr. Tolver’s learned colleagues, each armed with a little summary of eighteen 
hundred sheets, bob up like eighteen hammers in a pianoforte, make eighteen bows, and 
drop into their eighteen places of obscurity.
“We will proceed with the agenda or we will eject the problem,” says the chief officer. 
The chairman is muted; the man from Aled’s iPad cries, “that was unlawful!” Maces, bags, 
and purses indignantly proclaim silence and frown at the woman from Cheshire.
“In reference,” proceeds the chief officer, still on Jarndyce and Jarndyce, “to the young 
girl—
“You can’t, Mrs Weaver.”
“In reference,” proceeds the chief officer with extra distinctness, “to the young girl and boy, 
the two young people”—
These attempts to recommence with the novel’s plot fall flat once more.
“Begludship’s pardon.” It is Julie’s iPad. “I’m just in a book club at the moment. Bleak 
House, still, yes. Can I give you a call back when it finishes? All right, then. Bye.”
Jackie Weaver is about to bow to the chaos when the second chapter is presented. The man 
from Aled’s iPad ventures another remonstrative “My lord!” but the chief officer, being 
aware of him, has dexterously muted him. Everybody else quickly vanishes too. A battery 
of blue bags is loaded with heavy charges of papers and carried off by clerks; Sue and Cyn 
march off with their documents; the Handforth parish Zoom is locked up. If all the injustice 
it has committed and all the misery it has caused could only be locked up with it, and the 
whole burnt away in a great funeral pyre—why so much the better for other parties than the 
parties in Jarndyce and Jarndyce!

CHAPTER 68 –  
THE CLOSE OF HANDFORTH’S NARRATIVE

“Supposing what?” asks chairman Tolver.
“Have you not been paying attention?” asks Cynthia, that cheeky glint in her eye once more.
“I was thrown out of the book club,” says the chairman. “So was councillor Burkill.”
“If you disrupt Dickens’s narrative,” repeats Jackie Weaver I will have to remove you from 
it.”
“You can’t!” replies Aled’s iPad.
“More wiglomeration,” deadpans Sue.
“It’s only the chairman who can remove people from a meeting,” splutters Mr Tolver. “You 
have no authority here. No authority at all!”
“Read Bleak House!” shouts Aled’s iPad. “Read it and understand it!”
The chairman spontaneously combusts.
“Appalling behaviour,” Mrs Weaver concludes. “A copy of this will, in fact, be sent to the 
monitoring officer.”
The fog is very dense indeed.
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***

Closing:

Dickens’ book ends when all of the money in the estate has been swallowed up in legal 
fees. He took inspiration from a real-life case, where an estate of £230,000,000 (in today’s 
money) was contested for 117 years until it was all gone, and none of the beneficiaries ever 
saw a penny. Following the notoriety of their April 2021 meeting, the Handforth Parish 
Council decided to continue under a different name, which means we may never know how 
long the enmity unleashed in that fateful encounter will endure.



#AddabitofDave


