
O: ARTHUR: By the River Thames,

1852

Arthur spent his early childhood in the grimy and impoverished districts of London,
known as the Sewers and Slums, where the River Thames, once a symbol of life and
commerce, now reflected the decay of the city. The thick fog that often blanketed the
streets, combined with the stench from the nearby factories and tanneries, created an
atmosphere of despair. As a boy of five, Arthur’s keen observational skills allowed him
to notice the habits of those around him, from the poor families struggling to make
ends meet to the laborers toiling away in the city’s smog-choked factories. By the time
he reached eight, he had picked up the Yiddish language from a nearby Jewish-Russian
family, adding to his impressive ability to mimic the sounds and sights of his diverse
surroundings. Enrolled in a ragged school designed to educate children from destitute
backgrounds, Arthur found solace in the classroom’s occasional offerings of food, a
small but important escape from the harsh realities outside.

Although Arthur was introverted and often overlooked, his intellect stood out. He
quickly mastered lessons and was eager to assist his teacher, Mr. Hopkin, whenever
the opportunity arose. Despite the teasing from boisterous classmates who were more
interested in mischief than academics, Arthur’s love for learning continued to flourish.
His unkempt appearance, paired with his quiet demeanor, left him largely invisible to
those around him. However, Arthur’s remarkable memory and thirst for knowledge
allowed him to thrive in a setting that, for many, offered nothing but hardship. One
day, after staying home to care for his ailing mother, Arthur arrived late to school and
was immediately confronted by a stern substitute teacher. The teacher, dismissing
Arthur’s explanation for his tardiness, humiliated him by accusing him of making up
excuses, and it wasn’t long before Arthur was sent to the headmaster’s office for



punishment.

What followed was an unexpected turn of events. Instead of administering the usual
punishment, the headmaster quizzed Arthur on various academic subjects, testing his
memory and knowledge. Arthur, whose intellectual abilities had long been suppressed
by his humble surroundings, surprised the headmaster by recalling historical facts,
dates, and passages from books he had read in his free time. The headmaster, initially
incredulous, recognized Arthur’s exceptional talents and realized that the boy was far
more than the poor street urchin he had assumed. Despite enduring physical
punishment, Arthur’s abilities had been inadvertently acknowledged, an
acknowledgment that would shape his future decisions. The headmaster’s actions,
though harsh, unknowingly opened the door to new opportunities for Arthur to rise
above his circumstances.

Determined to make a better life for himself, Arthur left the school, but the oppressive
weight of his reality still loomed large. He wandered the streets of London, unsure of
where his path would lead, until his steps brought him to the British Museum. There,
amidst the grand pillars and the hushed reverence of the museum’s halls, Arthur was
drawn to the Assyrian statues and Mesopotamian artifacts displayed before him. These
relics, some of which had traveled across vast distances, represented the lost cultures
of ancient civilizations, and Arthur felt an overwhelming sense of connection to them.
It was within these artifacts, with their intricate carvings and ancient cuneiform
inscriptions, that Arthur found a spark of inspiration.

Arthur’s encounter with Dr. Samuel Birch, the Keeper of Oriental Antiquities, would
prove to be a pivotal moment in his life. The learned curator noticed Arthur’s keen
interest in the artifacts and struck up a conversation with the boy, who had a
surprising depth of knowledge for his age. Arthur’s enthusiasm and curiosity about the
ancient world impressed Dr. Birch, who began to see potential in him. This meeting left
Arthur with a profound sense of purpose, knowing that his thirst for knowledge could
one day lead him out of the poverty-stricken life he had known. The British Museum,
with its vast treasures, seemed to offer a new beginning for Arthur, one filled with the



possibility of discovery and the hope of shaping his own future.

As the day came to an end, Arthur walked away from the museum, his heart filled with
a newfound sense of direction. No longer was he just a boy from the slums; he was
someone who could uncover the mysteries of the past and bring them to light. The
towering stone sculptures and ancient artifacts he had seen that day resonated deeply
with him. He saw in these relics a reflection of his own struggle—displaced from their
homeland, yet still holding the stories of a forgotten time. His journey was just
beginning, and Arthur knew that through his dedication to learning and discovery, he
could rise above his circumstances and create a future filled with hope.


