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CAPTAINS COURAGEOUS

RUDYARD KIPLING was born in Bombay in 1865. In 1871 he was brought home to England from India and spent five unhappy years with a foster family in Southsea, an experience he later drew on in  The Light That Failed (1891). The years he spent at the United Services College, a school for officers’ children, are depicted in  Stalky & Co. (1899). It was during his time at the college that he began writing poetry, and Schoolboy Lyrics was published privately in 1881. In the following year he started work as a journalist in India, and while there produced a body of work, stories, sketches, and poems—notably Plain Tales from the Hills (1888)—which made him an instant literary celebrity when he returned to England in 1889. Barrack-Room Ballads (1892) contains some of his most popular pieces, including “Mandalay,” “Gunga Din,” and “Danny Deever.”

In 1892 he married an American, Caroline Balestier, and from 1892 to 1896 they lived in Vermont, where Kipling wrote The Jungle Book, published in 1894. Kim (1901) is generally thought to be his greatest long work, putting him high among the chroniclers of British expansion.

From 1902 Kipling made his home in Sussex, but he continued to travel widely and caught his first glimpse of warfare in South Africa, where he wrote some excellent reportage on the Boer War. However, many of the views he expressed were rejected by anti-imperialists who accused him of jingoism and love of violence. Though rich and successful, he never again enjoyed the literary esteem of his early years. With the onset of the Great War, his work became a great deal more somber. The stories he subsequently wrote, A Diversity of Creatures (1917), Debits and Credits (1926), and Limits and Renewals (1932), are now thought by many to contain some of his finest writing. The death of his only son in 1915 also contributed to a new inwardness of vision. Kipling refused to accept the role of Poet Laureate and other civil honors, but he was the first English writer to be awarded the Nobel Prize, in 1907. He died in 1936 and his autobiographical fragment, Something of Myself, was published the following year.

JOHN SEELYE is a graduate research professor of American literature at the University of Florida. He is the author of two novels and a number of books dealing with American culture from the colonial period to the twentieth century. He has written several essays on the mythic Davy Crockett, devoted to separating fact from fiction. He serves as consulting editor of the Penguin Classics.
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Introduction

When the name of Rudyard Kipling was evoked by literary critics in the last years of the twentieth century, it was inevitably associated, as by the late Edward Said, with an unqualified celebration of British empire. As early as 1926, Thomas Beer reckoned that Kipling’s “thread of imperial thinking,” his “reiterated, constant advertisement of the East,” was responsible for American troops having invaded the Philippines during the Spanish-American War, thereby entering a threshold to “the Orient, that immense and empty mystery of all literature” (Beer, 199).

There is no doubt that Kipling cheered on the imperialistic ad venturism in America. “It is the fate of our breed to do these things,” he wrote to an American friend right after the Spanish surrender in 1898, “and it is a joy and gratification beyond words to me to see you ’uns swinging into line on your side of the world. . . . The land seems to be taking kindly to the White Man’s work” (Letters 2: 344). A month later he wrote Theodore Roosevelt (the hero of the Cuban conflict who was about to become governor of New York), encouraging him to “put all the weight of your influence into hanging on permanently to the whole of the Phillipines [sic]” (Letters 2: 350).

To forward that end Kipling wrote one of his most famous, even notorious, poems, “The White Man’s Burden,” subtitled “The United States and the Philippine Islands.” Though he began  the poem in the summer of 1897, before the United States declared war on Spain, it was not published until 1899, when we were confronted by an insurrection in the Philippines, the possession of which was not originally part of the war’s purpose. To another American correspondent, a professor of English who had volunteered for the war, he wrote in the summer of 1898 that “now the States have justified ’emselves as White Men.” (Letters 2: 347). Kipling foresaw (drawing on the British experience) that the process of governing the new colonies would be difficult to an extreme, but the United States would emerge stronger from the ordeal, “a nation indeed. . . . In plain English if you don’t annex and administer the Phillipines [sic], you ought to be hung.” For Kipling, the notion of “nation-building” was quite different from what it is today, yet the consequences were the same.

The most recent study of Kipling’s life and works, by David Gilmour, explicitly takes on Kipling’s conservative and expansionist politics, and while denying that he was an outright jingo and warmonger, Gilmour demonstrates the extent to which the author associated himself with champions of the British Empire, including Cecil Rhodes. He was a celebrant of the Boer War, though he was critical of the way it was handled by British generals, and he also found fault with the bungling colonial administration in Egypt. Moreover, at the start of Kipling’s creative career, his stories about Anglo-Indian life were detectably subversive, benefiting from his experience in India but with an impulse that was antagonistic to the official myth of empire as an extension of proper and patriotic Victorian England. It is notable that all of Kipling’s recent biographers have been British, suggesting that whatever the problematics of his complex character and politics, he is most properly assessed, for good or ill, by residents of the island nation whose welfare was Kipling’s abiding concern.

Still, it is an unavoidable fact that the writer, having married an American woman, moved to Vermont in 1892 and built a home there. Kipling lived for four years in the United States, a period when he was writing some of his greatest and most enduring works, including The Jungle Book, and he seems to have  had no desire to return to England until a quarrel with his brother-in-law became nasty and litigious, resulting in unwanted notoriety. For a time he intended to move back to the United States—until a brief trip to New York in 1899 coincided with the death of his favorite daughter—and he continued to keep up contact with his American friends after repatriation. His enthusiasm for the Spanish-American War, which he saw as a venture that would benefit from the British experience of colonial administration—pro and con—is a demonstration of his cisatlantic loyalties.

It is also worth noting that Kipling’s works—especially his short stories—had a great vogue in the United States during his creative heyday, from 1886 to the outbreak of World War I. They were admired by Theodore Roosevelt, and the influential Harvard teacher and editor, Charles Eliot Norton, though an ardent anti-imperialist, was one of the first literary critics to recognize Kipling’s importance. “He had met,” wrote Thomas Beer, “the unspoken, half-conscious wish of Americans for an entertainment which would reverse the formulas of Louisa May Alcott” (Beer, 196-97). His fiction influenced many American writers, including Richard Harding Davis, Owen Wister, Jack London, Frank Norris, Stephen Crane, and Ernest Hemingway, among others. Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Tarzan of the Apes  (1912, 1914), as Kipling himself wryly noted in Something About Myself, was derived from The Jungle Book, a debt that Burroughs himself acknowledged. Despite Kipling’s undisputed British identity, no similar influence has been detected on English writers of his or subsequent generations.

Theodore Roosevelt, who out-Kiplinged Kipling when U.S. imperialism was the theme, was eager to discover an American writer who would do for the Far West what Kipling had done for India. But when Richard Harding Davis, inspired by Kipling’s example, investigated the literary potential of the West in 1892, he found that the heroic frontier had disappeared. Owen Wister, in The Virginian (1902), admitted that his story had taken place twenty years before the novel was published, which made it a historical romance. During Kipling’s stay in the United States, he made Wister’s acquaintance and  entertained him in his Vermont home, the two men finding that they shared an enthusiastic fondness for Scott’s romances, though Kipling preferred to write stories set in what was then the modern era.

Because of his move to Vermont, for a time it appeared as though Roosevelt’s “American Kipling” would be Kipling himself: “He had become a national fact,” as Beer put it, for “in this capitalist of storytelling the Americans of the ’90’s had their wish. He was, in much, themselves” (Beer, 195, 198). The author was writing his first venture in extended fiction with an American setting when the quarrel with Beatty Balestier became violent. Captains Courageous was self-consciously set in New England, putting a masculine cast on a region that had previously been associated with Mary Wilkins Freeman and Sarah Orne Jewett, who wrote stories of village domestic life, quiet parables of social and psychological insight with women as the chief characters. Kipling chose instead to write a novel of adventure about brave men who go down to the sea in ships, not after whales but codfish, once so important to Massachusetts’ prosperity as to have provided an icon for the State House.

In the jingoistic letter of 1898 to the American professor who had enlisted in the Cuban war, Kipling made the curious admission that in his writings he had not “been just to you and yours as White Men. None the less I maintain (vide Captains Courageous) that I have come pretty close to understanding that section of the [American] Tribe among whom I built my house and raised a couple of babies” (Letters 2: 347). Though detectably British in theme if American in subject matter, Captains Courageous has nothing obviously imperialistic about it, yet the main theme of the book harmonizes with what Theodore Roosevelt in 1899 called “the strenuous life,” in which he celebrated physical exertion whether in sports or warfare as essential to a strong national character. The word “Game” for Kipling meant British imperialism in all its forms, and in a poem never published (rough-drafted in 1897) he spoke of the “Blood that plays / Plays evermore for its own sake the Game!” (Letters 2: 322).

Kipling’s American connection was strengthened late in his life by Hollywood movie-makers who were inevitably drawn to  his writings, because his plotless wonders were truly wonderful, being about highly imaginary characters set against exotic landscapes. The Jungle Book in particular seems to have exerted a mighty thrall: Disney Productions has come back to that highly episodic novel over and over again, and in the most recent version Mowgli at last gets married to a human girl, closure that Kipling only hinted at, knowing that his pre-adolescent readers were not at all interested in any such conclusion. Burroughs’s Tarzan, likewise, having been refused by Jane, returns to his bachelor perch in the jungle, and most male readers probably wished as boys that the story had ended there.

I did not, having seen the movie when it was released in 1938, read Captains Courageous as a boy, and have no idea how I would have received the story at that time. But the enduring popularity of the book suggests that young readers are not bothered by its didacticism, indeed may be drawn to just those characteristics that put off adult readers. Roger Lancelyn Green, an authority on the subject, wrote in 1965 that “the admirable”  Captains Courageous is “still read and loved by boys on both sides of the Atlantic, though perhaps more eagerly in its native land—and [is] still eminently readable at any age” (Green, 139).

The basic situation resembles those fables spun by Horatio Alger, Jr., Protestant-ethical fairy tales which extol the regenerative and profitable effects of hard work. Young readers like to be instructed in matters of right and wrong, hoping—usually—for the triumph of good over evil, inevitable in an Alger novel. Like  Ragged Dick, Captains Courageous is about a juvenile who is lazy and given to profligate ways, but where Dick is a penniless shoe-shine boy, who spends what he earns on tobacco and popular plays, Kipling’s Harvey Cheyne (rhymes with “pain”) is a spoiled rich kid, who manages to spend his two-hundred-dollar-a-month allowance on whatever he wishes to obtain.

Dick is sprightly and attractive even as a wastrel; he makes friends easily and by a brave deed inspires a generous gentleman to install worthy ambitions in the boy’s breast. Harvey is obnoxious and unattractive, seeking the company of adults who are invariably repulsed by his behavior. Having fallen overboard from an ocean liner and then rescued by a Gloucester  fishing boat, Harvey is unsufferably arrogant to crew and captain until he is straightened out by a blow that gives him a bloody nose. By contrast, Alger’s hero is inspired to mend his ways by the example of another boy, a wealthy chap whom he guides around New York. Though Harvey Cheyne was modeled after obstreperous American brats Kipling had encountered in his travels, the author himself was a spoiled darling when he entered the British educational system and what happened thereafter contributed greatly to his emerging personality.

That ungentle nurture began when Kipling was a child of six, his parents leaving him and his young sister, “Trix,” with a middle-aged, middle-class couple in Southsea, Hampshire—the Holloways. This was a well-meaning transplant intended to protect the children from the terrible fevers in India, and per haps from the culture there as well, for “Ruddy,” as he was called, had become fluent in Hindi and may have seemed too close to the servants who took care of him. This foster home became the “House of Desolation” of his recollections, for the outspoken, brash young boy was beaten frequently by the mistress of the house, a rigorous Christian Fundamentalist, and was spied on by her teen-age son, who faithfully reported to his mother any suspected infractions of her arbitrary rule.

Ruddy was soon branded a liar, after a grilling that caused confusion and contradictions on the part of the boy, and was sent off to school with a placard advertising him as such. This treatment was reminiscent of the opening chapters of Jane Eyre,  inspired by Charlotte Brontë’s similar experience at the charity boarding school in Cowan Bridge. But where Brontë’s descent to purgatory lasted about a year, Rudyard suffered for more than six years, and though eventually rescued by his father, he had by then been transformed into a suspicious, wary, even slightly paranoid adolescent. His troubles were exacerbated by poor eyesight, which made progress in school very difficult, and only later on was the problem discovered and the boy given eyeglasses.

Kipling was by nature creative, an inheritance from his father, John Lockwood, an architectural sculptor and illustrator who taught crafts in Bombay before becoming curator of a  museum in Lahore. His mother, Alice Macdonald, came from a family that included (through marriage) the famous Pre-Raphaelite painter, Edward Burne-Jones, and Sir Edward Poyn ter, President of the Royal Academy. Ruddy’s very occasional trips to The Grange, the Burne-Joneses’ home, provided welcome relief from his ordeal at Southsea, and brought him into contact with jovial persons with artistic and literary professions, including William Morris.

The bohemian life at The Grange was certainly entertaining for the boy, but it did not much alter his retiring personality, which had become case-hardened from being hammered on the Holloway anvil. After a brief interval, Kipling was enrolled at age twelve in a public school at Westward Ho!, recently established with the specific mission of preparing boys born to public servants for army careers, but the regime was not as strict as the school’s role might suggest. The headmaster, Cormell Price, was inspired by the example set by Thomas Arnold of rugby fame, and tried to prevent the usual vices of schools like Eton from obtaining foothold in the United Services College. Kipling’s experience there inspired the mischievous antics in his novel Stalky & Co. (1899), where school-life is depicted as an intense but not desperate duel between students and teachers (prefects).

It was hardly in the model of Thomas Hughes’s Tom Brown’s Schooldays (1857), and Frederic Farrar’s wholesome parable of school life, Eric, or Little by Little (1858), was scornfully dismissed by Kipling’s boys. Stalky and his two companions stoically accept flogging as the necessary penalty for rebellion, and though Kipling was physically incapable of engaging in violent sports (which do not play an important part in Stalky), in his autobiography he claims that strenuous games were excellent preparation for the battlefield, an opinion shared by Theodore Roosevelt and (apocryphally) the Duke of Wellington.

In the spring of his first year in public school, Rudyard accompanied his father to Paris, where John was responsible for putting together a display of East Indian artifacts for the International Exposition. The experience nurtured in the boy an abiding love of all things French, and returning to school he  added the study of that language to his curriculum. In appearance Kipling was old for his years, and his spectacles were soon joined by a signature moustache. He made up for time lost with the Holloways by omniverous reading, English classics and contemporaries as well as books written in America by authors like Emerson and Whitman, but also humorists such as Mark Twain and Joel Chandler Harris. However, he seems never to have heard of Herman Melville, who died in obscurity in 1891, the year before Kipling moved to Brattleboro, Vermont—just over the mountains from Pittsfield, Massachusetts, where Melville had written Moby-Dick, in the same genre as Captains Courageous.

At the United Services College Kipling began writing poetry and performed in student plays, and the headmaster (whom he called “Uncle Crom” because of a family connection) established a school periodical to utilize the boy’s talents and keep him busy and out of mischief. In 1882 his mother and father collected and printed a small volume of his schoolboy poetic efforts without Kipling’s knowledge. He thought for a time of becoming a medical doctor, knowing that he would never be able to attend either Oxford or Cambridge because of his father’s meagre income and the lack of necessary preparation at the school.

He became instead a journalist (another profession that at the time did not require a college education), leaving school in his sixteenth year to return to India, joining his father in Lahore and starting work at the Civil and Military Gazette. Despite the hard work and long hours, Kipling continued to write poems, a handful of which he gathered in a manuscript volume, dedicated to Violet (“Flo”) Garrard, whom he had met in 1880, falling instantly in love with the attractive young woman who was two years his senior but without the expected response. He somehow assumed that they were engaged, but whatever the arrangement it was soon vetoed by Flo.

Anglo-Indian officialdom escaped the seasonal heat and consequent fevers by moving to Simla, India’s summer capital high in the hills, and Kipling lived there for a brief period in 1883, but had to return to Lahore, work, and inevitable illness. Having recovered, he played in various amateur theatricals and continued  to write poetry, including a parody of Whitman’s oft parodied free verse, something of an irony, for during Kipling’s heyday no poet was more parodied than he. As a journalist on assignment, he traveled about the country, venturing as far as India’s north-western frontier, where Britain and Russia were contesting control over Afghanistan, gathering the experiences that would provide the basis for his subsequent fiction. If as Melville declared a whaleship was his Harvard and Yale, then Kipling’s Oxcam was a newspaper office in India. It was training much like that received by Mark Twain, one of his favorite writers, as well as by Hemingway, one of Kipling’s American admirers.

In the summer of 1885 he returned to Simla, this time on assignment to cover the social events of the “season,” and continued to write fiction, including a novel that was never published,  Mother Maturin. At Christmas-time some of his soon-to-be famous short stories were published in Quartette, an annual put out by his newspaper, the entire contents of which were contributed by members of the Kipling family. More important, in 1886 a collection of Kipling’s poems were self-published as  Departmental Ditties and Other Verses, again using the  Gazette’s press. In that same year he joined the Freemasons, a quasi-religion that would figure positively in many of his subsequent writings, the notion of brotherhood appealing to the same sensibility that flourished in public school and was subsequently nurtured by private club life, first in India then in England and (for a time) in America.

In 1887, Kipling began to publish his short fiction in the  Gazette, but continued his travels as a reporter as well, and became increasingly active as a member of his lodge. In that year he changed jobs and locations, moving to Allahabad where he was hired to edit the magazine supplement to the Pioneer, a less specialized newspaper than the Gazette. He joined the local Masonic lodge, became a member of the Allahabad Club (where he lived for a short while), and more important, met Samuel Alexander Hill, a professor of science whose American wife, Edmonia, called “Ted,” was a charming presence who would remain a close and supportive friend for years. Their home would provide the setting for one of Kipling’s most famous tales, “Rikki-tikki-tavi.”

The following year the author’s ambitions received a definitive imprimatur with the printing of six small, paper-backed volumes of his short stories by a publisher seeking to exploit the ready market for cheap books hawked on passenger trains. They included Soldiers Three and The Phantom ’Rickshaw—which contained “The Man Who Would Be King”—and exploited the material Kipling had been absorbing as he went about his journalistic errands. They reveal little evidence of his later super-patriotism, rendering an account of Anglo-Indian life that stressed the discontent, boredom, and resentment felt by British troops stationed in an alien, fever-ridden land and the restlessness and ennui of their upper-class bureaucratic equivalents—the “Raj”—who led a life of relative privilege but were occasionally driven by boredom to indulge in sexual adventures. Kipling handled the subject of adultery with great care, anticipating the allusiveness of his later fiction, but most of his early stories are gritty and realistic, in harmony with the naturalistic mode that was coming into fashion in France, Russia, and the United States.

Even as his fiction began to appear—Plain Tales from the Hills was published in India later the same year—Kipling’s journalistic career was getting him into trouble. Increasingly confident hence outspoken (recalling the brash boy, Ruddy), his frank reporting was often critical of the establishment and offended powerful friends, Lord Dufferin and Lord Roberts among them. He was even threatened with a horsewhipping by an outraged supporter of the government, and it was suggested by the owner of the Pioneer that Kipling might think of leaving India for a time. In 1889 he took ship for the United States with Alec and “Ted” Hill, who had been suffering from a serious illness and was returning to her family home in Pennsylvania. Kipling’s own journey was roundabout, by way of Rangoon, Singapore, Hong Kong, and Nagasaki, and he spent a month in Japan, visiting the temple towns, before boarding another steamer for San Francisco.

He toured the American West Coast and stopped over in a number of cities on his way east to join the Hills in Pennsylvania. During the next two months Kipling spent time in several  eastern cities and made a pilgrimage to Lexington and Concord, but the most notable visit was to Elmira, New York, where he interviewed Mark Twain—an author he greatly admired—in his summer home. He also proposed marriage to Ted Hill’s sister, Caroline Taylor, but the engagement would prove to be of short duration because Kipling’s liberal religious convictions were not acceptable to Miss Taylor’s father.

In New York City, he attempted to interest the prestigious publishing firm of Harper and Brothers in his writing, but with no more luck than with his courtship of Caroline. (Because of the lack of international copyright, the Harpers would soon after republish Kipling’s fiction without permission or remuneration, a piratical practice he would attack in print.) In October he took steamer for England, in a party that included Ted and her sister, Caroline, and in London had better luck with the literary establishment than in New York. The prominent editor and writer, Andrew Lang, was enthusiastic about Kipling’s talent and at his suggestion a British publisher reprinted the six volumes published in India.

Soldiers Three came out in England early in 1890, in effect launching Kipling’s literary career in the Western world. That same year he met Wolcott Balestier, a young American writer and editor who represented the fledgling American firm, J. W. Lovell, and was in London seeking to sign up British authors, thereby protecting their copyrights from American “pirates” like the Harpers: The two young men became fast friends, and the relationship would affect Kipling’s future in a number of ways. He also became close with W. E. Henley—a poet and editor perhaps best known as the model for Long John Silver in Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island—for Henley’s outspoken Toryism was in tune with Kipling’s own conservative politics. His engagement to Caroline Taylor having ended, he travelled to Paris to reunite with the ever friendly but heartless Flo Garrard, and then returned to London to be with his parents who were on a visit from India.

His warm relationship with Wolcott Balestier continued, and the two agreed to collaborate on a novel—The Naulahka—focusing on a go-getting young Westerner who has followed his  missionary sweetheart to India. In the meantime, Kipling was working on his first, semiautobiographical novel, The Light That Failed, about an artist who goes blind because of an earlier war wound received in Egypt. Having been rejected by the woman he loves (echoing Kipling’s futile courtship of Flo Garrard), he returns to the Egyptian front and in effect commits suicide by combat. Unlike his short stories and poems, Kipling’s first novel got mixed reviews though it was a popular success.

Kipling also saw the publication in October 1890 of Departmental Ditties, Barrack-Room Ballads and Other Verses,  which was enthusiastically received, and in the same month he was proposed and accepted for membership in the Savile, an exclusive men’s club with a large literary membership—thanks once more to the good offices of Andrew Lang. The long list of clubmen supporting his membership reads like a gazetteer of literary London, and included Thomas Hardy and Henry James. In November of this annus mirabilis Kipling received a letter from Robert Louis Stevenson in Samoa, praising Soldiers Three, glorious tidings for a writer who regarded Stevenson as one of England’s greatest living authors.

Kipling had at last arrived, but he also suffered a near breakdown from overwork. Alec Hill died suddenly in India, and Ted returned to the United States, keeping up contact with her adoring friend thenceforth through correspondence only. But the relationship with Wolcott intensified—some have seen it as homoerotic—and Kipling met the wealthy widow Balestier and her daughters, who were visiting their son and brother in London. Kipling seems to have been attracted to Caroline Balestier, who was three years older than he, but his parents were not particularly impressed by his new love interest, his mother regarding “Carrie” as ambitiously possessive, his father observing that she was masculine in appearance and manner.

In 1891, Kipling visited the Balestiers on the Isle of Wight, where Wolcott had a summer home, and found the experience depressing. Yet when later that year his friend was struck down by typhoid fever while on a business trip to Dresden, Kipling, who had returned to India after a tour of New Zealand and Australia (he had hoped to visit Stevenson but his schedule  made a side trip to Samoa impossible), immediately left Bombay for England. Having arrived in London early in 1892, he married Carrie Balestier virtually upon stepping off the train in Victoria Station. Coming so soon after the sudden death of his dear friend and her brother, the event took place, as Hamlet put it, “in sweaty haste.” Henry James was enlisted to give Caroline away, though he wasn’t sure why Kipling took her, and was even less sure of the marriage’s future. But then James as a novelist specialized in failed marriages and aborted engagements.

The Balestier affair has inspired a great deal of biographical speculation, including the theory that the marriage was a vicarious union with Wolcott—the brother and sister did resemble one another—but it remains as mysterious as a number of Kipling’s last stories. The record shows that Kipling was attracted to somewhat older women, and there is nothing to suggest that his marriage was ever troubled. When later in 1892 the couple moved to Vermont, Carrie took over the regular business of life, protecting his creative space, and though they lived a carefully guarded existence—Kipling had few close friends and detested his fellow journalists, who perpetually threatened to invade his treasured privacy—the addition of children to the family resulted in a very happy and loving domestic life. Having been interrupted by the quarrel with Carrie’s brother, Beatty, over the use of land sold to the Kiplings by Beatty, the marital idyll was resumed after the family relocated to England. The early loss of two of their daughters, including Kipling’s favorite, Josephine (in 1899), seems to have only strengthened their bond.

Though Kipling maintained that threats by his brother-in-law put him in fear of his life, it was the untoward publicity that attended the quarrel, which had prompted one lawsuit and threatened another, that caused the Kiplings to flee Vermont, and for some time afterwards the couple planned to return. By 1896, Kipling had become a famous writer, the unenthusiastic critical reception of his long fiction—including The Naulahka—only reinforced the perception that he was a master of both the short story and a peculiar sort of poetry that appealed to a wide readership. His poems often had a lyric quality, and some became popular songs, a reminder of Kipling’s fondness for the music-hall  stage. Barrack Room Ballads and Other Verses was republished in England and the United States the same year and month as the novel Kipling wrote with Wolcott (April 1892), and the very favorable reception of the poetry emphasized the distinction. If you didn’t know the words and music for “Tommy Atkins,” as a character in a Richard Harding Davis story said, then you were disconnected from the real world.

Kipling was soon famous for these poetic celebrations of enlisted soldiers fighting for Britain’s extended sovereignty (when the dawn broke like thunder over Mandalay, it marked the passage of a sun that never set on Queen Victoria’s colonial empire), with their skillful use of Cockney slang, Irish brogue, and Yorkshire dialect. But though the poet had been influenced by music-hall performances, he was no frequenter of pubs and other gathering places of the working (or enlisted) people. With his love of privilege and rank, his fondness for homes set in country estates, Kipling was a snob. The house he built in Brattleboro, Vermont, named “Naulakha” after the novel written with Wolcott (the title of which was misspelled), was followed by a series of homes in Great Britain, all old—even ancient—but affordable only by people of wealth.

In the United States the Balestier bunch passed for aristocracy, the family being able to trace its lineage back to colonial days (on the way numbering three governors). While living in Vermont, Kipling regularly played golf with his neighbors, the Cabots, members of the Boston Brahmin family reputed to speak only to God. If Beatty was a spendthrift and trouble-maker, it was probably because he was the baby of the family, indulged by his wealthy mother. Though the origins of the spoiled Harvey Cheyne have been traced to two sequential American brats Kipling encountered on his travels, we may also conjecture that the sharp blow on the nose by the captain of the We’re Here that straightens the boy out may have been a vicarious exercise aimed at the pestiferous, spoiled, and loud-mouthed Beatty.

Kipling’s rigorous notion of child-raising that is given fictional form in Captains Courageous was expressed before his own children were out of infancy. But before that book was written, the  Jungle Book was published, and Mowgli, as an infant abandoned  by his parents in the jungle, is raised by a solicitous wolf family and is mentored in the ways of the woods by Baboo, a gentle but firm bear. The fable is pure fairy tale, for although young children were occasionally left to take their chances in the wild in India, they were usually suffering from mental or physical handicaps, and if taken in by wolves, it was as an item of diet. But the tutoring Mowgli receives from Baboo—a version of the chivalric code—is in accord with Rousseau’s primitivistic notion of education: Raised in the midst of a jungle, the boy becomes a literal child of nature, and his tutor is a loving guide who seldom resorts to physical punishment, and then only of the gentlest kind. Also true to Rousseau’s formula, Mowgli learns from example as well as by precept.

Raised by beasts from infancy, Mowgli is untouched by civilization’s influence until late in his childhood. By contrast, Harvey Cheyne is saturated with civilization’s discontents, and is given whatever he wants by an overindulgent mother while his father is away making money. The great liner he is traveling on, which comes dangerously close to the schooners of the fishing fleet, is a floating island of luxury and privilege, and when Harvey’s bluff is called by a passenger who gives him a cigar to smoke, he vomits and plunges overboard into the real world. Rescued from the cold Atlantic by a Portuguese fisherman off the Gloucester schooner that is to be his home for months to come, Harvey’s vomiting and watery baptism equate with a ritual passage on the way to maturity, though it is the blow on the nose by Captain Disko Troop of the We’re Here that adds velocity to the rite.

Some of Kipling’s short stories, including “The Man Who Would Be King,” derive from his experience as a freemason, and like a fraternity initiate Harvey goes through a harrowing experience to gain entrance to the tight-knit brotherhood on Disko Troop’s boat. Written in the tradition of the bildungsroman, or novel of education, Captains Courageous is in the same genre as the great original, Goethe’s The Apprenticeship of Wilhelm Meister, which also derives from the author’s knowledge of freemasonic ritual and wisdom—as did Mark Twain’s Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn.

The story likewise benefited from some brief but intense research. In 1896, with Captains Courageous in mind, Kipling several times traveled from his home in Brattleboro to Gloucester and Boston with the family doctor and close friend, James Conland, who had been a cod fisherman in his youth. They toured ships in both harbors, ate in sailors’ restaurants, and at the doctor’s insistence Kipling made a brief cruise in a “pollock fisher,” the stink of which made him dreadfully sick (Something of Myself, 109-110). It was Dr. Conland who was acquainted first-hand with the fisherman’s life, and his contribution was such that some have felt he should have received credit as the coauthor of the novel, the first American edition of which was dedicated to Kipling’s friend and advisor.

Thus the shipboard life at sea on the We’re Here was created secondhand, from stories told by Dr. Conland, transformed of course by Kipling’s powerful imagination, though an important episode, the annual memorial service to fishermen drowned or lost at sea, was inspired by the author’s attendance at one such event in Gloucester. Relatively early in the composition of the novel (March 1896), he wrote Frederick Norton Finney, a railroad magnate with whom he had earlier corresponded, inquiring as to the details of a nonstop rail trip from San Diego to Boston, in which he gave a brief summary of the plot of the novel in progress. This testifies that he had the structure of his narrative well in hand from the beginning, and that the apparently random sequence of events was not the result of the author’s uncertainty as to where the book was taking him.

The author (like many another) had great hopes for the book as he was writing it, and in June of 1896 he boasted to Robert Barr, editor of the British periodical, The Idler, that he had nearly finished “my first genuine out and out American story . . . It’s a corker—a daisy and more I’m sinfully proud of it” (Writings on Writing, 95). He had, he wrote, “poached on all the down East peoples [sic] preserves, from Mary Wilkens to Sara Orne Jewett,” and had for good measure “raided into the Pacific slope and . . . run a light & masterly hand over the whole darn continent”—this last in reference to the epic train trip of the hero’s father and mother to join their long missing son in  Gloucester. In November 1896, as the novel was about to be serialized in McClure’s Magazine in America and Pearson’s in Great Britain, he received encouraging words from Barr and wrote Dr. Conland that the “tale will be a snorter. I read it to my father and he went to bed about as much impressed a man as you would hope to see. ’Says it’s a whole new world that we’ve opened. And that’s what it is” (Letters 2: 273).

Like all of Kipling’s novels and many other adventure stories,  Captains Courageous is episodic and relatively plotless, but where the Jungle Book is saved by its exoticism and Kim by its rich tapestry of Indian life along the Great Trunk Road, the seams in Kipling’s “American” novel are clearly visible, even to the author. In another letter to Barr he noted that there wasn’t “two cents’ worth of plot in the blessed novel—it’s all business—cod fishing on the banks; and no love at all” (Letters 2: 237). He regretted his earlier boasting, and declared that the novel was “in the nature of a sketch for better work: and I’ve crept out of possible holes by labelling it a boy’s story.”

Ripley Hitchcock, head editor at the publishing house of Ap pleton’s, read Captains Courageous in McClure’s late in 1896, and remarked on Harvey’s instant change of attitude after being given a bloody nose. Kipling admitted that “the boy’s conversion was markedly sudden but I didn’t want to bother about his psychology till I tackle her in book form . . . [when] I’ll explain for the benefit of the older people” (Letters 2: 272). But the “psychological” explanation was never forthcoming, and, as Kipling noted to Hitchcock, it was the last part of the book—the train ride of the Cheynes—that he spent much time revising, a fascinating episode that had nothing obvious to do with the main story about Harvey’s education at sea but testified to Kipling’s love of powerful machines—and men who run them.

Despite his own reservations about the novel, Kipling was not happy with negative notices. They began when in December E. L. Godkin, in a newspaper review of Kipling’s book of poetry, The Seven Seas, questioned the genuineness of his British soldier’s lingo and went on to declare that in Captains Courageous Kipling had created a “Babel of mixed Americanisms”  (Letters 2: 281). To have his dialogue criticized in a book that he had boasted was a thoroughly “American” work was hurtful, and that Godkin was the editor of the liberal weekly, The Nation, was surely salt in Kipling’s wounds. Writing to his good friend, Charles Eliot Norton (who was also Godkin’s friend and cofounder of The Nation), Kipling complained that he had not “embarked upon the dialect of Captains Courageous to be scoffed at by a New York Mugwump,” a slighting reference to Godkin’s political independence (Letters 2: 280). Even more painful was a long, anonymous review in the Atlantic Monthly, a powerful literary periodical in America, which, he declared to Norton in December 1897, “made me lie down and cry salt tears” (Letters 2: 323).

Norton, who was regarded by Kipling as representing “all that is best in the land,” was very well connected with the literary establishment in Boston, including the Atlantic Monthly  (Letters 2: 332). His essay boosting Kipling’s reputation as a poet had appeared in that magazine a year earlier, and had inspired effusive gratitude—“I don’t think even you who know me, will ever know what that review means to me”—in the same letter in which Kipling groused about Godkin’s slighting remarks about Captains Courageous. The irony of the Atlantic Monthly review, as Kipling saw it, was that the reviewer had got the novel all wrong, having “missed in C.C. precisely and identically those very qualities I missed in his land. . . . For this did I change my style; and allegorize and parable and metaphor. . . . If you know him, I wish you’d breathe in his ear gently that he has paid me a gigantic compliment—the wrong way round” (Letters 2: 323).

The anonymous Atlantic Monthly reviewer wrote that the novel is about “redemption by a strong hand,” a notion that “pleases our willful philanthropy,” that it is “a grim and delicious idea” to “instil manliness” in “a putty-faced, impudent fifteen-year-old . . . by the winds of heaven and the deep sea,” aided by “a crew of stern-faced, laconic fishermen, who knock the nonsense out of him and put him in the way of learning the two lessons that in Mr. Kipling’s eyes take up the chief duty of man—to work and not to be afraid. This is the whole story”  (Atlantic Monthly, 80 [December 1897], 855). In the reviewer’s eyes, however, the “whole story” is devoid of “plot,” “development,” or “surprise”: “It awakens neither suspense nor hope nor fear. Everbody is reasonably safe, and the redemptive process apparent from the first goes on without check or hindrance.” On the other hand, the “process” allows Kipling to deal “with a phase of life which [he] has never before attempted to portray, and we have as a result the most vivid and picturesque treatment of New England fishermen that has yet been made.” This was precisely the aim of the author as he declared in his letter to James Conland, quoting John Lockwood Kipling, that “it’s a whole new world that we’ve opened.”

But the reviewer went on to disparage Kipling’s latest work by comparing it to his short stories, which had “greater wealth of human interest, and more import of life, death, and destiny, than this whole volume carries.” Kipling’s novel had notable moments, the reviewer wrote, but they are mostly passages of description of life at sea; the characters are one dimensional, save for Disko Troop, who has “a mingling of the much enduring Ulysses with a stern, Puritan sense of justice,” and it is this superficiality that divests the story of power (Atlantic Monthly,  p. 855). “There is an almost incredible lack of significance in parts of it, as if it were a steamer under-engined for its length” (Atlantic Monthly, p. 857). As a lover of steam-power in all its forms, Kipling seized upon this analogy with a fierce eagerness in his letter to Norton: “Why hang it! that’s his own very country and in half a dozen words he gets at the very nub of the thing I was laboriously painting in C.C. Only he will apply it to the book. . . .” The problem, according to Kipling, is that he had done the job “only too well. Even down to ‘everybody being reasonably safe’ does he parallel my concept of America.”

In sum, Kipling’s argument was that the reviewer’s perceived weakness of his novel is the weakness of America which had inspired it, and what the reviewer sees as its strengths are also America’s weaknesses. Among the “good things” identified by the reviewer is “a theme that is healthy and satisfying,” and according to Kipling, “Harvey Cheyne’s talk with his father and his father’s talk with him” exemplifies this perceived virtue but  was intended as a rebuttal of the American faith in all things “ ‘healthy,’ ‘simple’ and ‘vigorous.’ ”

That is, what the reviewer and many critics since have read as a parable of the Protestant work ethic, a Horatio Alger-Ben Franklin allegory about regeneration through hard work, is something else entirely. The conversation between father and son, which appears to be a positive and conclusive reconciliation, Harvey having come to realize the importance of his father’s accomplishments and his father being overjoyed at his son’s transformation, is dismissed by Kipling as an expression of “grubby ideals.” The reviewer, belonging to the same “milieu” as Harvey’s money-grubbing capitalist father, was incapable of getting the point of the book.

This argument, made to one of Boston’s most influential men of letters, would seem to indicate the necessity for a radical rereading of Captains Courageous, one in which the whole matter of the Protestant ethic, so intimate with the spirit of capitalism, is not celebrated and validated but is ridiculed and dismissed. The emotional reunion of father and son, given emphasis by the rapid train ride that seems (as the Atlantic Monthly  reviewer noted) extraneous to the main theme of the story, amounts to a kind of hoax, a joke on the reader.

Well, Kipling’s reading of his book suggests an early version of postmodernism with a hidden grin, an interpretation of the novel that should please Marxist critics. But can it be trusted? In May of 1896, with Captains Courageous now in manuscript awaiting periodical publication, Kipling wrote Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, a popular American author, summarizing the plot of his book. Referring to Harvey’s redemption, Kipling wrote, “The three months [sic] experience makes a man of him or rather—he is only 15 years old—teaches him to appreciate his father. He is landed at Gloucester, wires his father who comes across the continent in a private car and finds not only is his son returned to him but that he ‘has gotten a man from the Lord’ ” (Letters 2: 242). Kipling’s quotation from Genesis may have been an acknowledgement that Phelps was known for her pious writings, for the reunion of the father and son in the novel has no religious overtones. But here—as in his letters to Barr and Conland—he  makes no suggestion that the novel is a sardonic commentary on the American work ethic.

In his letter to Elizabeth Phelps, as in his summary of Captains Courageous to Robert Barr, Kipling declared that the book contains “no plot, no love making and no social problem. The boy works out his own salvation and learns discipline and duty” (Letters 2: 242). In his insistence on the absence of “love making”—hardly expected in a book for boys—Kipling seems to be making a reference to The Light That Failed which in its perverse way is a love story, but he also insists on the book’s plotlessness and emphasis on “discipline and duty,” precisely the qualities pointed out by the Atlantic Monthly reviewer. “We take Mr. Kipling very seriously, for he is the greatest creative mind that we now have: he has the devouring eye and the portraying hand,” wrote the reviewer in conclusion but then yanked out the carpet of flattery by adding, “Captains Courageous is badly wrought and is less than the measure of his power” (Atlantic Monthly, p. 857). The reviewer did not blame its weaknesses on Kipling’s incapacity for long fiction, for he regarded The Light That Failed as having shared a “throb of impatient power” with “The Man Who Would Be King,” the very thing missing from Captains Courageous.

By contrast, the reviewer for Harper’s Monthly, writing in “The Editor’s Study,” was enthusiastic about Kipling’s new book, comparing it favorably with Jewett’s Country of the Pointed Firs as an accurate picture of New England life. Like Jewett, who did not “write about” New England “character,” but simply “wrote it,” Kipling “has not written about Gloucester fishermen and the life among the fogs and fish on the Grand Banks; he has written them. The fiction is exhibited with as much detachment from the writer as if it were thrown upon a screen on the wall” (Harper’s Monthly, 95 [November 1897], 962-63). A reviewer for The Critic likewise found much to praise in Kipling’s latest book, a Zola-like accuracy regarding the quality of life on a Great Banks cod-fishing schooner: “he acquaints us with the smells, the blood and offal, the clammi ness, sultriness, slipperiness, the lurching and pitching, ducking and heaving of a fishing-schooner anchored and at work” (The  Critic 820 [6 November 1897], 264). And yet there was something missing, for “an alien imagination cannot, in a few months, take hold on those most self-contained of mortals who go down to the great deep in fore-and-afters, hailing from the port of Gloucester.” The reviewer’s condescension might have been sharper had he known the very meager experience from which Kipling drew his Zolaesque picture of the “excitements, dangers and backbreaking labor of the fishermen.”

No critic over the more than one hundred years since the publication of Captains Courageous seems to have read the book as Kipling suggested to C. E. Norton it should be read, as an allegorized critique of life in the United States, presented as a purposeless, superficial, amoral pursuit of profit. Given the aspects of the novel praised by the Atlantic Monthly reviewer, its powerful description of life at sea, from the backbreaking work of cod-fishing to the sublime ocean scenery like the apparition of an iceberg—“A whiteness moved in the whiteness of the fog with a breath like the breath of the grave, and there was a roaring, a plunging and spouting”—it is difficult to impose the reading Kipling insisted upon.

Vasant A. Shahane, perhaps the most enthusiastic critic of Kipling’s long fiction in the past fifty years, maintains that those readers who dislike his novels do not understand “the nature of the novel as a genre,” a form that perpetually transcends “traditional aesthetics” (Shahane, p. 70). Thus Kipling “as an artist registers remarkable success primarily because as a novelist he challenges the conventional criteria of the novel.” Captains Courageous is “distinctive” because “it does not fit into the traditional accepted norms of the novel.” Shahane faults J. M. S. Tompkins, a prominent authority on Kipling’s art, for slighting  Captains Courageous as having a superficial plot, being “little more than a way of organizing the descriptive substance” (Shahane, p. 71). Tompkin’s critique is in accord with the Atlantic  review, but Shahane thinks otherwise, and regards the novel as anything but superficial. He reads its “recreation of the fisherman’s world” as expressing “the visionary cosmos of Kipling’s all-pervasive imagination.”

Shahane, writing in 1971, could not have known of Kipling’s  reaction to the Atlantic Monthly review—which first became available in 1990 in the second volume of Pinney’s Letters—and he therefore regards Captains Courageous as a positive “association” of “the world of sailors and ships” with “the world of finance and industry.” This provides the novel its “dramatic tension,” resolved by the emotional reunion of Harvey and his father: “Harvey’s personality is transformed by his experience of the rugged life of Gloucester fishermen, and at the same time, he also realizes the worth of his father’s varied and extensive experience. The two worlds meet in a single fount which sustains the vision of courageous captains,” both of industry and of fishing schooners (Shahane, pps. 73-74).

Thus, concludes Shahane, “the world of Captains Courageous is a world of moral values, of invincible faith in activism as a way of life.” This summary opinion virtually echoes that of the Atlantic Monthly reviewer, that Kipling’s novel enforces the author’s vision, the “two lessons that make up the chief duty of man—to work and not be afraid.” But where the reviewer regards the moral tenor as insufficient for an extended narrative, Shahane sees the novel as “completely rooted in reality” while “soaring high in visionary gleam” (Shahane, p. 74).

Certainly Shahane’s view is in accord—even as it discounts—recent opinion of Captains Courageous, which was summed up succinctly in 2002 by David Gilmour: “The novel is predictably strong in its seascapes and its depiction of the ambience on board a fishing vessel. But everything else is weak, especially the moralistic and hortatory message” (Gilmour, p. 105). Martin Seymour-Smith (1989) admitted that Captains Courageous is “a good boy’s romance,” but, when compared to The Light That Failed (“a critical failure . . . [but] important in the Kipling canon”), it is “a better but lower-powered work about which no one is much bothered either way” (Seymour-Smith, pps. 256, 171). “It may,” wrote J. I. M. Stewart (1966), “without much unfairness be described as a typical Kipling fable of the more superficial sort,” somewhat redeemed as “an astonishing triumph of imaginative reporting, for its seascapes and the technicalities of the fishing operations are brought utterly alive” (Stewart, pps. 115-16).

Finally, as Stewart read it, Captains Courageous contains “a moral atmosphere,” the spoiled rich boy who, with his heedless parents, “represent something that Kipling believed he saw emerging in American society and knew he didn’t like,” set against the hard-working life aboard the We’re Here, which represented “an older and simpler order, in which he believed the nation’s virtue to reside” (Stewart, p. 116). In 1945 Hilton Brown noted the “marionette” quality of the crew, each given a set personality and a trick of speech for ready identification (associated by the reviewer in the Atlantic Monthly with Dickens’ characters), but allowed that “the writing is masterly, there are unforgettable scenes and twists of talk—the whole thing is Grade A Kipling” (Brown, p. 172). This last was a distinctly minority opinion, shared by Brown with Vasant Shahane alone.

Lord Birkenhead, an important Kipling biographer, was also dismissive of Captains Courageous, regarding “Hervey [sic] Cheyne as yet another puppet of his creator’s imagination, not a creature of flesh and blood; used merely to exhibit the virtue of the disciplined life upon a spoiled immature mind” (Birkenhead, p. 311). The rest of the characters “are mere cyphers who might, with little loss to the reader, be called X, Y and Z.” As for Harvey’s redemption through hard work, Birkenhead found it “so unconvincing as to be almost laughable.”

C. E. Carrington, whose “authorized” biography of Kipling was published in 1955, was somewhat more gentle on Captains Courageous, but he too found that “the conversion of Harvey Cheyne from a spoilt boy into a serviceable young man is achieved too suddenly to be convincing and too early in the book to provide a lasting theme. The reader is left with seascapes at which Kipling excelled, and at studies of American types caught and reproduced with photographic accuracy. As types, the fishing-skipper, the mate, the ship’s boy, the Nova Scotia negro, the railway magnate, and the rest, tell us what sort of men Kipling admired, while Harvey’s mother, and her part in the story, provide a comment on the corrupt Americanism of the ‘Gilded Age’ ” (Carrington, p. 181). As for narrative form, Carrington regarded the book as “an enlarged short story, not a novel, exploring a situation rather than tracing the development of a character.”

More critical opinion could be cited, but we have enough of the sameness of not muchness, for with few exceptions, critics and biographers over the past fifty years seem to concur with the reviewer for the Atlantic Monthly that Captains Courageous is overlong for its theme, that the conversion of the young hero to the Gospel of Work occurs too quickly, and that the characters are flat. On the other hand, like that reviewer, most critics find the descriptions of life at sea powerful and convincing, and regard the details of cod-fishing (as it was carried out in Dr. Conland’s time) as detailed and informative. Therefore, we may conclude that Kipling would be unhappy with the posthumous opinions of his only “American” book, and would respond as he did to the review in the Atlantic—that critics don’t understand what he was trying to accomplish, which was an extended experiment in the imitative fallacy, depicting what he regarded as American weaknesses in a weak American book.

Well, the pronouncements of authors regarding reviews that are anything less than rapturous in praise are not generally trustworthy. There is a desperate note in Kipling’s letter to Norton, a hoping against hope that his brilliant, influential friend would buy his argument, and perhaps even convince the reviewer (which may have been Norton himself) to write an extended revision of his opinion. Yet as we have seen, Kipling himself had breezily admitted to the faults of the book, which were such that he was passing it off as a book for boys, and indeed it is as juvenile literature that the novel has endured.

Philip Mason, writing in 1975, also regarded Captains Courageous as a book intended for young readers, but thought it inferior to Stevenson’s Treasure Island, for Kipling’s characters are “flat” and “their different personalities do not affect the story, nor does the story . . . hold the reader in suspense.” Stevenson’s novel is suspenseful throughout, and the characters “are ready to walk off the page, as bright and fresh as paint. Nor does Captains Courageous stand comparison with that other masterpiece of boy’s adventure, Huckleberry Finn. Both are in a sense tracts; there is a moral to both. But [Twain’s novel] is spontaneous; the story, preposterous as it is, flows on like the  river, one incident growing from the next, and held together by the life of the rivers” (Mason, p. 122).

For whatever reason, Mason saw Captains Courageous as a novel in the tradition of Twain’s masterpiece: “It is a book which could hardly have been written by anyone who did not admire  Huckleberry Finn; it is a book whose claim to survival rests mainly on detail, and it is all American detail” (Mason, pps. 120-21). But Mason regarded Kipling’s book as “a saga of hard physical work in conflict with natural forces,” which hardly describes Huckleberry Finn, a book in which no one works, save at swindles and con-games. Still, we may agree with Mason about  Captains Courageous as a tour de force of details, and Thomas Beer regarded the description of the Cheynes’ cross-country train ride not as an objectionable digression but as a fulfillment of “that quite American note of pleasure at the record made, when the trip is finished” (Beer, p. 195). The “record made,” it should be said, had much to do with the willing participation of ordinary workers, who relayed orders, threw switches, and attended to the multitudinous duties that made it possible for a powerful piece of articulated machinery to speed unimpeded across three thousand miles of American space.

Likewise, the mechanism that facilitates Harvey Cheyne’s transformation from a spoiled brat to a willing young worker is not only the rigid authoritarian order aboard a fishing schooner but also the teamwork necessary to catch, split, salt, and store hundreds of codfish in the cargo hold. The setting and tasks may be seen as preindustrial but the coordination of men brought together to harvest the fish resembles that symphony of sympathetic railroad workers who cheer on the passage of the Cheynes as well as the technological triumph of coordinated machinery and electric conveyance of urgent messages that make the passage possible. Kipling acknowledged the absence of plot, in effect admitting that the novel was a cluster of situations, and if he failed to create fully-realized characters in portraying the crew members, each man still is known by his duties, by his share in catching and processing the cod, and that is sufficient for the occasion. They are, in effect, parts of a well-oiled machine.

The Atlantic Monthly reviewer, as we have seen, was the first of many critics to fault Kipling for failing to create completely realized crew members, and wrote that only Disko Troop had “a certain individuality.” But of course it is the Captain whose purpose is the purpose of the crew, for it is his desire for a profitable cruise and his genius for navigation that drives and inspires his men. As individuals they are nothing more than instruments of his will, and we need not know what “the inner natures of these men are” because they are not important.

The reviewer also felt that “the workings” of the Captain’s “heart are curiously concealed through three hundred pages,” but here too the reviewer is asking for what is not only unnecessary but what would be disruptive to the narrative’s purpose. True, Disko is no Captain Ahab, a man possessed by an obsessive drive to revenge himself against the whale that wounded him who reveals his mad purpose through dialogue, monologue, and soliloquies. He is Captain Troop, whose name hints at his paramilitary purpose, an officer ambitious to be the first to finish his mission and beat the rest of the fleet back to Gloucester. Disko’s ambition is in effect that of an athlete, and few people ask of athletes anything more than that they win in the competitions in which they are enlisted.

He is indeed a Puritan Ulysses, for whom the voyage out is the voyage home, the whole irradiated with a triumphant sense of a job well done. Shahane speaks of the “visionary cosmos of the author’s all pervasive imagination,” which more simply stated is Kipling’s transcendent celebration of what we call the Protestant ethic, into which (to borrow again from Beer) the American boy is drawn by “force and speed” as by the magnetic power generated by Henry Adams’s dynamo (Beer, p. 195). For if Americans prized Kipling, Beer declared that it was because he was “somebody willing to take the American’s side against European condescension and to brag with him of machinery,” a balancing act “between Yankee impulse and British stolidity.” But we need to add to Beer’s equation that “machinery” for Kipling included those men that tended the mechanisms of power, indeed could not be separated from them.

If we wish to take Kipling’s demurrer to Norton seriously,  then we may regard this affirmation of men as machinery as a subversive attack on what he saw as a pervasive American weakness. But this interpretation, however sympathetic to Neo-Marxist sensibilities, raises more problems than it solves. And yet, if we return to the start of this essay, and acknowledge the extent to which Kipling in the 1890s was a champion of imperialism, then I think we can locate a subtext in Captains Courageous that harmonizes with Kipling’s love of extended empire and his admiration of machines and the men that design and operate them.

It was the position of imperialists of Kipling’s generation (including Theodore Roosevelt) that colonies, well administered, would greatly benefit the peoples under colonial domination. They would be brought to share the blessings of civilization through disciplined administration of just laws and the process of education, both in technology and enlightened government. The people deemed unfit for anything other than imperial rule were considered to be ignorant because they were ill-informed, having been ruled by tyrannical and corrupt leaders. But they were capable of reform, and could be brought forward by nations animated with a noble purpose: regeneration through virtue enforced.

The reformation of Harvey Cheyne can be seen as being completely in harmony with this view. At the start, he is an exemplification of Roosevelt’s characterization in The Strenuous Life of America’s faults: spoiled, lazy, corrupted by his father’s prosperity and his mother’s indulgence. But his exposure to the strenuous life aboard the We’re Here transforms him into the healthy, hard-working young man that Roosevelt himself became through a strict regime of strength-building and sports, a process completed by a year spent on his Dakota ranch.

Harvey is hardly an untutored “savage,” but the process that Roosevelt and other American leaders imposed on the natives of the Philippines, military rule accompanied by mechanisms that would eventually lead the islanders to self-government and commercial prosperity, is remarkably consistent with the formulas of improvement that lead to Harvey’s transformation. Again, Roosevelt’s Strenuous Life may be the best possible contemporary commentary on Captains Courageous, in that it demonstrates the interrelationship of self-improvement with what we now call nation-building.

Certainly we cannot gainsay the critical unanimity in numbering the novel’s faults—as a conventional novel. But we should heed Shahane’s insistence that as a novel, Captains Courageous  is at war with conventional notions of what a novel is. Rather than a form with fixed parameters, it is a genre that has no boundaries, each new generation of writers making up new rules governing the form, only to have those rules broken by a succeeding generation. Most of the negative criticism of Kipling’s “boy’s book” was generally made by critics who were judging it on conventional notions of the novel form. Take Lord Birkenhead’s pronouncement that “the story of Hervey [sic] Cheyne’s redemption might have been convincingly told if Kipling had troubled to develop Hervey’s character at leisure and provide[d] a realistic description of the means, which must have been brutal, by which he was brought to subordination. He shows us instead the process completed in five pages, after about an hour’s conversation between Hervey and Disko’s son Dan” (Birkenhead, p. 312).

Kipling was of course aware of this problem, and had stated his intention to remedy it by elaborating at length on the process of Harvey’s “psychological” conversion for the sake of “older” readers, the assumption being that young readers would not be bothered by the omission. But he did not provide the elaboration, and instead left out any explanation, which has indeed bothered “older” readers and critics, including myself, when I finally got around to reading the novel some thirty years after I saw the movie. I had not read the book because of the movie, for the film was so upsetting to my own “psychological” sensibility that I had no desire to repeat the experience. But a brief discussion of that movie, and the differences between it and the novel with the same title, is instructive regarding the presumed faults of the book.

I was about six years of age at the time, and Captains Courageous was the first movie I was allowed to see, my parents (who accompanied me) having deemed it acceptable because it was a  film version of a literary classic. In the movie, Harvey is played by Freddie Bartholomew, and we see much more of the boy’s spoiled behavior, which begins at an exclusive private school, where he is suspended for attempting to bribe his way into a boy’s club. His problem is not his mother, however, who has long since died, but his father (Melvyn Douglas), a high-powered tycoon who has little time for his son and gives him money and gifts to assuage his guilt. The ocean voyage, which follows the boy’s suspension from school, is taken on the advice of the school’s headmaster, and is supposed to bring father and son closer together, but Mr. Cheyne remains preoccupied with business. Harvey, left to his own devices, attempts to impress other boys with his wealth and power, the same game he played at school. He does not, however, invade the precincts of adult passengers.

Showing off for his young friends, he consumes too many ice-cream sodas, becomes sick and falls overboard, to be rescued by Manuel, the Portuguese sailor who saves him in the novel. But in the movie Manuel (Spencer Tracy, who won an Oscar for his performance) plays a key role in Harvey’s transformation, leading the boy with kind but firm instruction in the right direction, bringing him to realize his proper function as a member of the crew. A happy-go-lucky sailor, Manuel plays a hurdy-gurdy, making up songs about a “leetle feesh,” a reference to the boy he fished out of the ocean. The character of Long Jack (John Carradine) is given a darkly sardonic twist, and he opposes efforts to integrate Harvey into the crew, calling him a “Jonah,” thereby providing additional tension to the plot. The emphasis however is less on Harvey becoming a valued member of the crew than on his growing affection for Manuel, who allows him to become his dory mate.

The relationship between Disko’s son, Dan (Mickey Rooney), and Harvey, which in the novel is an important aspect of the rich boy’s conversion, is reduced to a bare-bones friendship. It is sacrificed to the partnership of Harvey and Manuel, which is so intense as to approximate homoeroticism—a preview of Leslie Fiedler’s reading of Huckleberry Finn. The two boys spend little time together, and the chilling episode involving the dead French  sailor is omitted. The other supernatural element, the prophecy delivered by the black Nova Scotia cook, is also missing, indeed the whole matter of “master, man” is dropped, with no follow-up meeting of Harvey and Dan years later. (In the film the black cook speaks Portuguese with Manuel, suggesting a different point of origin.) There is no ghostly iceberg, no sudden sinking of Abashai’s jinxed schooner, elements that are definably Kiplingesque and lend great descriptive power to the book.

On the return to Gloucester in the movie version, Disko Troop (Lionel Barrymore) puts on too much sail in order to beat a rival schooner to port, his attempt to be the first boat back to Gloucester, a sporting event mixed with the profit motive equivalent to the legendary race between the Natchez and the Robert E. Lee. Because of Disko’s recklessness the We’re Here is dismasted, and Manuel is dragged overboard in the rigging, still alive but (unbeknown to Harvey) badly injured, having been crippled below the waist. For the ship to be saved the rigging must be cut free, and it is a given that the kindly Portuguese must drown, a fate he accepts willingly rather than live on as only half a man. Manuel has earlier characterized himself as an amorous bachelor when ashore, lending a sexual dimension to his decision.

It is a heartbreaking moment, the boy crying hysterically and the good Manuel assuring Harvey that he is looking forward to joining his father in Heaven, where he is assured of a place in his father’s dory. In 1937 I was also sobbing loudly, not being of an age sufficient to understand the difference between movies and reality. (Some years ago I learned that Captains Courageous was the first film that Spencer Tracy’s daughter was allowed to watch, with similar results.) The script certainly made up for the novel’s lack of “plot, development, and surprise” that the  Atlantic Monthly reviewer complained about, nor is “everybody reasonably safe,” with the “redemptive process” going on “without check or hindrance.”

When Harvey is joined in Gloucester by his father (there is no epic train trip, for Mr. Cheyne flies in from the West Coast, updating the story), he at first remains cold to the entreaties of his father who wishes to make up for his parental omissions. The  boy is still grieving for the surrogate “father” he has lost, and a scene in which wreaths and bouquets are tossed into the ocean in memory of lost sailors is also a tearful episode. Father and son are finally reunited however and the movie ends happily, the two returning to California by chauffered automobile with Manuel’s dory in tow.

Having finally read the novel, and discovered that Manuel plays no significant role after rescuing Harvey, I wondered what the writers had in mind in making such strategic changes. Obviously, the instrumentality of the kindly Portuguese in Harvey’s transformation obviated any explanation as to the psychological reasons for his conversion, which is not caused by Disko’s slap but by Manuel’s subsequent gruffly loving men toring, the identical process by which Mowgli is educated.

Moreover, Manuel is a common fisherman and dark-skinned (Tracy wore tan makeup) and his function, which is terminated with his tragic death, is in line with the tradition in American literature outlined by Jeff Abernathy, in which white children are assisted toward wisdom by people of color who then die or are simply removed from the scene. Manuel in other words plays a latter-day saintly Uncle Tom. Perhaps the writers took their cue from the Portuguese’s given name, which is short for Emanuel, i.e., the Christ. He is characterized in the film as a pious Catholic, and at the memorial service it is revealed that his last name is “Fidello.” During the scene where he is tangled in the cables in the water, a silver cross worn round his neck is plainly visible: The “father” he is eager to join in Heaven has a dual meaning. Notably, Manuel’s dory carries the number “3,” suggesting the Trinity.

All of this pious material was added by the Hollywood writers; as Andrew Lycott notes, by 1937 “the author was no longer [alive] to contend with” (Lycott, p. 578). In 1934, MGM studio, having bought the option on Captains Cour-ageous, asked Kipling if he “could add some sex appeal to the script,” only to be told by the author that “a happily married lady codfish lays about 3 million eggs at one confinement” (Lycott, p. 577). Kipling complained at the time to a Hollywood friend that “they cannot conceive any need to depart from the blood and  sex standard,” but no sex (save subliminal) was added in 1937 and most of the blood is shed by codfish. In sum, the writers left out all of the pagan elements—the black cook’s gift for prophecy, the drowned French sailor’s pursuit of his missing knife, the bad-luck fishing schooner—and put in their place a detectable Christian allegory. Even Disko’s uncanny knowledge as to where the codfish may be found is downplayed, yet this and other miraculous matters are essential to the novel’s purpose, to convey the transcendent quality of the fisherman’s life.

On the other hand, the movie also removes most of the “faults” critics have found in the novel and the supporting actors are fully realized as characters if only because we are able to visualize them as live people. The diffusiveness of the story, an episodic quality that seems intended to convey the details of a fisherman’s life, is removed by supplying a strong plot-line, dominated not by the personality of the Captain but the Portuguese sailor, that fisher of Harvey’s soul. The studio version is not loyal to the letter or spirit of Kipling’s novel, eliminates several important episodes and relationships, and does not replicate the book’s hard ideological line. Instead, it concentrates on an aspect of American culture that puts a heavy emphasis on immersion in a primitivistic environment as a means of attaining wisdom. Harvey is redeemed not by hard work but by love, a Christian burden lacking the Protestant ethical dimension. It is more in the spirit of Eleanor than of Theodore Roosevelt.

Had Kipling’s book followed the plot of the movie, he would have written a more conventional novel, thereby avoiding the slighting comments of reviewers and critics. But there would have been very little emphasis on the virtues of team play, and by leaving out the Cheynes’ cross-country train trip the movie lacks a dimension that Kipling obviously thought was essential to his celebration (or exposé) of American life. The movie likewise eliminates the strategic role of Mrs. Cheyne, who in the novel is a version of what Thomas Beer called “The Titaness,” namely a type of American female who had exploited “the nobility of womanhood” to a fare-thee-well.

Harvey’s mother is a by-product of a culture of luxury who spoils her son by constant indulgence and whose intense grief  over the reported loss of her son is a signature of her domineering maternalism. Then comes the excessive emotion Mrs. Cheyne expresses as she anticipates reunion with Harvey, so overdone as to border on the psychotic, inspiring her husband to order a special train to hasten the event. Men along the route spring to their duties to facilitate the meeting of mother and son, and Harvey’s sailor companions virtually kneel to this goddess of gush. Philip Wylie’s controversial Generation of Vipers  (1943), with its coinage of “Momism,” updated Kipling’s criticism of American motherhood, with a savagely specific charge of emasculation by female domination.

Perhaps here is the lock that the key Kipling provided to Norton fits, and by inserting it we may find a secret door opening on a wonderland in which the Queen of Hearts maintains her irrational rule. We’re Here, as the ship’s name tells us, but it is Kipling’s letter that presumably provides a chart telling us where we are next supposed to go. Because if the novel’s besetting weakness is a lack of narrative force, then Kipling may be suggesting that weeping women have the power in America, not the kind of power identified by Henry Adams with his dynamo, but the kind that renders the men in women’s lives helpless slaves to their wills. If the characters in Captains Courageous are merely puppets, then it may be because they are suspended from apron strings, which lends a different meaning than the obvious to the climactic scene of grieving women mourning the long list of sailors drowned at sea.

Or maybe not.

No, perhaps the story is what we perceive it to be, a parable of regeneration with no pious dimension. It is therefore a story of men among men, and of a boy who becomes a man by a fortuitous departure from a life of easy luxury. Harvey Senior may pamper his wife, Constance, after whom the luxurious private railroad car is named, but his real love is for the world of business, which is the world of men to which he is eager to introduce his son at the proper time. That interview between father and son on the Gloucester docks, in Kipling’s version, allows Harvey Senior to tell the story of his life, two paragraphs packed with the occupations he has held, from hobo to railroad and shipping  magnate, most of them involving manual labor. He is that ubiquitous American type, the self-made man, starting with the twin disadvantages of parentless poverty and the lack of a college education. Born a Texan, he is therefore a Westerner, which to European eyes was a distinctive American birthright.

The name Harvey, which George R. Stewart defines as distinctly American (American Given Names), is derived from an Old Breton word meaning “battle-worthy,” adding a certain mil itancy to Harvey Sr.’s upward climb and to his son’s struggle to succeed as a fisherman. The term “Captains Courageous” itself is taken from an old English ballad about the seige of Ghent, and has no maritime significance in its origins, despite its obvious dual context in the novel, referring to captains of industry as well as captains of ships. All of this acts to reinforce the masculine emphasis of Kipling’s parable of regeneration, and although Constance Cheyne has her role to play, it is stereotypical to the point of ridiculousness and therefore does her little credit. In fact, when the two Harveys get down to “business,” it is explicitly a subject of no concern to the wife and mother. Mrs. Troop, likewise, hates the sea for having caused the death of so many men she has known, yet she realizes that she cannot keep her husband and son from following their own beloved business.

For myself, I have never thought of Captains Courageous as a “weak” novel, and though some scenes are overdone, others are powerful and convincing, especially the chapters having to do with the fishing fleet off the perilous ledge called “The Virgin,” with its dual sexual and religious significance. Perhaps a bloody nose is an insufficient occasion for a rapid conversion, but Harvey is clearly an intelligent boy, and it is his conversation with Dan that apparently convinces him to change his ways—there being no other choice. We may have reservations about Kipling’s use of the supernatural but such matters are not only intimate with sea-going life, they are used by him in other of his works as well, lending a mystical dimension to what otherwise would be thoroughly realistic narratives.

David Gilmour praises Captains Courageous for its “depiction of the ambience on board a fishing vessel,” and ambience likewise is a praiseworthy characteristic of Kipling’s short stories,  which also feature situations without much plot, comparable to the work of his fellow author and friend, Henry James. In Kipling’s much admired last stories it is difficult to determine what is happening or what has happened: allusiveness flirts with elusiveness, becoming that mote in the middle-distance parodied by Max Beerbohm with Henry James in mind.

Captains Courageous hardly qualifies as an exercise in obscurantism, but before finding fault with its lack of plot, one should keep in mind that if Kipling is to be recognized as an important and influential twentieth-century writer, then plotlessness is essential both to his craft and to the postmodern literary movement. After all, what happens in Joyce’s Ulysses? Most critics agree that “The Man Who Would Be King” is a modern masterpiece, yet the film version was forced to assemble a plot to justify its occasion: what was indirect and allusive becomes literal, resulting in a great movie that is best considered apart from the great story that inspired it. The same thing may be said of Captains Courageous.
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Note on the Text

This Penguin Classics original edition of Captains Courageous  has been set from the first American edition published by The Century Company in 1897, with minor revisions.




TO 
JAMES CONLAND, M.D., 
BRATTLEBORO, VERMONT.

 

I ploughed the land with horses,
 But my heart was ill at ease,
 For the old sea-faring men
 Came to me now and then,
 With their sagas of the seas.

Longfellow.




CHAPTER I

The weather door of the smoking-room had been left open to the North Atlantic fog, as the big liner rolled and lifted, whistling to warn the fishing-fleet.

“That Cheyne boy’s the biggest nuisance aboard,” said a man in a frieze overcoat, shutting the door with a bang. “He isn’t wanted here. He’s too fresh.”

A white-haired German reached for a sandwich, and grunted between bites: “I know der breed. Ameriga is full of dot kind. I dell you you should imbort ropes’ ends free under your dariff.”

“Pshaw! There isn’t any real harm to him. He’s more to be pitied than anything,” a man from New York drawled, as he lay at full length along the cushions under the wet skylight. “They’ve dragged him around from hotel to hotel ever since he was a kid. I was talking to his mother this morning. She’s a lovely lady, but she don’t pretend to manage him. He’s going to Europe to finish his education.”

“Education isn’t begun yet.” This was a Philadelphian, curled up in a corner. “That boy gets two hundred a month pocket-money, he told me. He isn’t sixteen either.”

“Railroads, his father, aind’t it?” said the German.

“Yep. That and mines and lumber and shipping. Built one place at San Diego, the old man has; another at Los Angeles; owns half a dozen railroads, half the lumber on the Pacific slope,  and lets his wife spend the money,” the Philadelphian went on lazily. “The West don’t suit her, she says. She just tracks around with the boy and her nerves, trying to find out what’ll amuse him,  I guess. Florida, Adirondacks, Lakewood, Hot Springs, New York, and round again. He isn’t much more than a second-hand hotel clerk now. When he’s finished in Europe he’ll be a holy terror.”

“What’s the matter with the old man attending to him personally?” said a voice from the frieze ulster.

“Old man’s piling up the rocks. ’Don’t want to be disturbed, I guess. He’ll find out his error a few years from now. ’Pity, because there’s a heap of good in the boy if you could get at it.”

“Mit a rope’s end; mit a rope’s end!” growled the German.

Once more the door banged, and a slight, slim-built boy per haps fifteen years old, a half-smoked cigarette hanging from one corner of his mouth, leaned in over the high footway. His pasty yellow complexion did not show well on a person of his years, and his look was a mixture of irresolution, bravado, and very cheap smartness. He was dressed in a cherry-colored blazer, knicker-bockers, red stockings, and bicycle shoes, with a red flannel cap at the back of the head. After whistling between his teeth, as he eyed the company, he said in a loud, high voice: “Say, it’s thick outside. You can hear the fish-boats squawking all around us. Say, wouldn’t it be great if we ran down one?”

“Shut the door, Harvey,” said the New Yorker. “Shut the door and stay outside. You’re not wanted here.”

“Who’ll stop me?” he answered deliberately. “Did you pay for my passage, Mister Martin? ’Guess I’ve as good right here as the next man.”

He picked up some dice from a checkerboard and began throwing, right hand against left.

“Say, gen’elmen, this is deader ’n mud. Can’t we make a game of poker between us?”

There was no answer, and he puffed his cigarette, swung his legs, and drummed on the table with rather dirty fingers. Then he pulled out a roll of bills as if to count them.

“How’s your mama this afternoon?” a man said. “I didn’t see her at lunch.”

“In her state-room, I guess. She’s ’most always sick on the ocean. I’m going to give the stewardess fifteen dollars for looking after her. I don’t go down more’n I can avoid. It makes me feel mysterious to pass that butler’s-pantry place. Say, this is the first time I’ve been on the ocean.”

“Oh, don’t apologize, Harvey.”

“Who’s apologizing? This is the first time I’ve crossed the ocean, gen’elmen, and, except the first day, I haven’t been sick one little bit. No, sir!” He brought down his fist with a triumphant bang, wetted his finger, and went on counting the bills.

“Oh, you’re a high-grade machine, with the writing in plain sight,” the Philadelphian yawned. “You’ll blossom into a credit to your country if you don’t take care.”

“I know it. I’m an American—first, last, and all the time. I’ll show ’em that when I strike Europe. Pff! My cig’s out. I can’t smoke the truck the steward sells. Any gen’elman got a real Turkish cig on him?”

The chief engineer entered for a moment, red, smiling, and wet. “Say, Mac,” cried Harvey cheerfully, “how are we hitting it?”

“Vara much in the ordinary way,” was the grave reply. “The young are as polite as ever to their elders, an’ their elders are e’en tryin’ to appreciate it.”

A low chuckle came from a corner. The German opened his cigar-case and handed a skinny black cigar to Harvey.

“Dot is der broper apparatus to smoke, my young friendt,” he said. “You vill dry it? Yes? Den you vill be efer so happy.”

Harvey lit the unlovely thing with a flourish: he felt that he was getting on in grown-up society.

“It would take more’n this to keel me over,” he said, ignorant that he was lighting that terrible article, a Wheeling “stogie.”

“Dot we shall bresently see,” said the German. “Where are we now, Mr. Mactonal’?”

“Just there or thereabouts, Mr. Schaefer,” said the engineer. “We’ll be on the Grand Bank to-night; but in a general way o’ speakin’, we’re all among the fishing-fleet now. We’ve shaved three dories an’ near skelped the boom off a Frenchman since noon, an’ that’s close sailin’, ye may say.”

“You like my cigar, eh?” the German asked, for Harvey’s eyes were full of tears.

“Fine, full flavor,” he answered through shut teeth. “Guess we’ve slowed down a little, haven’t we? I’ll skip out and see what the log says.”

“I might if I vhas you,” said the German.

Harvey staggered over the wet decks to the nearest rail. He was very unhappy; but he saw the deck-steward lashing chairs together, and, since he had boasted before the man that he was never seasick, his pride made him go aft to the second-saloon deck at the stern, which was finished in a turtle-back. The deck was deserted, and he crawled to the extreme end of it, near the flag-pole. There he doubled up in limp agony, for the Wheeling “stogie” joined with the surge and jar of the screw to sieve out his soul. His head swelled; sparks of fire danced before his eyes; his body seemed to lose weight, while his heels wavered in the breeze. He was fainting from seasickness, and a roll of the ship tilted him over the rail on to the smooth lip of the turtle-back. Then a low, gray mother-wave swung out of the fog, tucked Harvey under one arm, so to speak, and pulled him off and away to leeward; the great green closed over him, and he went quietly to sleep.

He was roused by the sound of a dinner-horn such as they used to blow at a summer-school he had once attended in the Adirondacks. Slowly he remembered that he was Harvey Cheyne, drowned and dead in mid-ocean, but was too weak to fit things together. A new smell filled his nostrils; wet and clammy chills ran down his back, and he was helplessly full of salt water. When he opened his eyes, he perceived that he was still on the top of the sea, for it was running round him in silver-colored hills, and he was lying on a pile of half-dead fish, looking at a broad human back clothed in a blue jersey.

“It’s no good,” thought the boy. “I’m dead, sure enough, and this thing is in charge.”

He groaned, and the figure turned its head, showing a pair of little gold rings half hidden in curly black hair.

“Aha! You feel some pretty well now?” it said. “Lie still so: we trim better.”

With a swift jerk he sculled the flickering boat-head on to a foamless sea that lifted her twenty full feet, only to slide her into a glassy pit beyond. But this mountain-climbing did not interrupt blue-jersey’s talk. “Fine good job, I say, that I catch you. Eh, wha-at? Better good job, I say, your boat not catch me. How you come to fall out?”

“I was sick,” said Harvey; “sick, and couldn’t help it.”

“Just in time I blow my horn, and your boat she yaw a little. Then I see you come all down. Eh, wha-at? I think you are cut into baits by the screw, but you dreeft—dreeft to me, and I make a big fish of you. So you shall not die this time.”

“Where am I ?” said Harvey, who could not see that life was particularly safe where he lay.

“You are with me in the dory—Manuel my name, and I come from schooner We’re Here of Gloucester. I live to Gloucester. By-and-by we get supper. Eh, wha-at?”

He seemed to have two pairs of hands and a head of cast-iron, for, not content with blowing through a big conch-shell, he must needs stand up to it, swaying with the sway of the flat-bottomed dory, and send a grinding, thuttering shriek through the fog. How long this entertainment lasted, Harvey could not remember, for he lay back terrified at the sight of the smoking swells. He fancied he heard a gun and a horn and shouting. Something bigger than the dory, but quite as lively, loomed alongside. Several voices talked at once; he was dropped into a dark, heaving hole, where men in oilskins gave him a hot drink and took off his clothes, and he fell asleep.

When he waked he listened for the first breakfast-bell on the steamer, wondering why his state-room had grown so small. Turning, he looked into a narrow, triangular cave, lit by a lamp hung against a huge square beam. A three-cornered table within arm’s reach ran from the angle of the bows to the foremast. At the after end, behind a well-used Plymouth stove, sat a boy about his own age, with a flat red face and a pair of twinkling gray eyes. He was dressed in a blue jersey and high rubber boots. Several pairs of the same sort of foot-wear, an old cap, and some worn-out woolen socks lay on the floor, and black and yellow oilskins swayed to and fro beside the bunks. The place  was packed as full of smells as a bale is of cotton. The oilskins had a peculiarly thick flavor of their own which made a sort of background to the smells of fried fish, burnt grease, paint, pepper, and stale tobacco; but these, again, were all hooped together by one encircling smell of ship and salt water. Harvey saw with disgust that there were no sheets on his bed-place. He was lying on a piece of dingy ticking full of lumps and nubbles. Then, too, the boat’s motion was not that of a steamer. She was neither sliding nor rolling, but rather wriggling herself about in a silly, aimless way, like a colt at the end of a halter. Water-noises ran by close to his ear, and beams creaked and whined about him. All these things made him grunt despairingly and think of his mother.

“Feelin’ better?” said the boy, with a grin. “Hev some coffee?” He brought a tin cup full and sweetened it with molasses.

“Isn’t there milk?” said Harvey, looking round the dark double tier of bunks as if he expected to find a cow there.

“Well, no,” said the boy. “Ner there ain’t likely to be till ’baout mid-September. ’T ain’t bad coffee. I made it.”

Harvey drank in silence, and the boy handed him a plate full of pieces of crisp fried pork, which he ate ravenously.

“I’ve dried your clothes. Guess they’ve shrunk some,” said the boy. “They ain’t our style much—none of ’em. Twist round an’ see ef you’re hurt any.”

Harvey stretched himself in every direction, but could not report any injuries.

“That’s good,” the boy said heartily. “Fix yerself an’ go on deck. Dad wants to see you. I’m his son,—Dan, they call me,—an’ I’m cook’s helper an’ everything else aboard that’s too dirty for the men. There ain’t no boy here ’cep’ me sence Otto went overboard—an’ he was only a Dutchy, an’ twenty year old at that. How d’ you come to fall off in a dead flat ca’am?”

“ ’T wasn’t a calm,” said Harvey, sulkily. “It was a gale, and I was seasick. Guess I must have rolled over the rail.”

“There was a little common swell yes’day an’ last night,” said the boy. “But ef thet’s your notion of a gale—” He whistled. “You’ll know more ’fore you’re through. Hurry! Dad’s waitin’.”

Like many other unfortunate young people, Harvey had  never in all his life received a direct order—never, at least, without long, and sometimes tearful, exlanations of the advantages of obedience and the reasons for the request. Mrs. Cheyne lived in fear of breaking his spirit, which, perhaps, was the reason that she herself walked on the edge of nervous prostration. He could not see why he should be expected to hurry for any man’s pleasure, and said so. “Your dad can come down here if he’s so anxious to talk to me. I want him to take me to New York right away. It’ll pay him.”

Dan opened his eyes, as the size and beauty of this joke dawned on him. “Say, dad!” he shouted up the foc’sle hatch, “he says you kin slip down an’ see him ef you’re anxious that way. ’Hear, dad?”

The answer came back in the deepest voice Harvey had ever heard from a human chest: “Quit foolin’, Dan, and send him to me.”

Dan sniggered, and threw Harvey his warped bicycle shoes. There was something in the tones on the deck that made the boy dissemble his extreme rage and console himself with the thought of gradually unfolding the tale of his own and his father’s wealth on the voyage home. This rescue would certainly make him a hero among his friends for life. He hoisted himself on deck up a perpendicular ladder, and stumbled aft, over a score of obstructions, to where a small, thickset, clean-shaven man with gray eyebrows sat on a step that led up to the quarter-deck. The swell had passed in the night, leaving a long, oily sea, dotted round the horizon with the sails of a dozen fishing-boats. Between them lay little black specks, showing where the dories were out fishing. The schooner, with a triangular riding-sail on the mainmast, played easily at anchor, and except for the man by the cabin-roof—“house” they call it—she was deserted.

“Mornin’—Good afternoon, I should say. You’ve nigh slep’ the clock around, young feller,” was the greeting.

“Mornin’,” said Harvey. He did not like being called “young feller”; and, as one rescued from drowning, expected sympathy. His mother suffered agonies whenever he got his feet wet; but this mariner did not seem excited.

“Naow let’s hear all abaout it. It’s quite providential, first an’  last, fer all concerned. What might be your name? Where from (we mistrust it’s Noo York), an’ where baound (we mistrust it’s Europe)?”

Harvey gave his name, the name of the steamer, and a short history of the accident, winding up with a demand to be taken back immediately to New York, where his father would pay anything any one chose to name.

“H’m,” said the shaven man, quite unmoved by the end of Harvey’s speech. “I can’t say we think special of any man, or boy even, that falls overboard from that kind o’ packet in a flat ca’am. Least of all when his excuse is thet he’s seasick.”

“Excuse!” cried Harvey. “D’ you suppose I’d fall overboard into your dirty little boat for fun?”

“Not knowin’ what your notions o’ fun may be, I can’t rightly say, young feller. But if I was you, I wouldn’t call the boat which, under Providence, was the means o’ savin’ ye, names. In the first place, it’s blame irreligious. In the second, it’s annoyin’ to my feelin’s—an’ I’m Disko Troop o’ the We’re Here o’ Gloucester, which you don’t seem rightly to know.”

“I don’t know and I don’t care,” said Harvey. “I’m grateful enough for being saved and all that, of course; but I want you to understand that the sooner you take me back to New York the better it’ll pay you.”

“Meanin’—haow?” Troop raised one shaggy eyebrow over a suspiciously mild blue eye.

“Dollars and cents,” said Harvey, delighted to think that he was making an impression. “Cold dollars and cents.” He thrust a hand into a pocket, and threw out his stomach a little, which was his way of being grand. “You’ve done the best day’s work you ever did in your life when you pulled me in. I’m all the son Harvey Cheyne has.”

“He’s bin favored,” said Disko, dryly.

“And if you don’t know who Harvey Cheyne is, you don’t know much—that’s all. Now turn her around and let’s hurry.”

Harvey had a notion that the greater part of America was filled with people discussing and envying his father’s dollars.

“Mebbe I do, an’ mebbe I don’t. Take a reef in your stummick, young feller. It’s full o’ my vittles.”

Harvey heard a chuckle from Dan, who was pretending to be busy by the stump-foremast, and the blood rushed to his face. “We’ll pay for that too,” he said. “When do you suppose we shall get to New York?”

“I don’t use Noo York any. Ner Boston. We may see Eastern Point abaout September; an’ your pa—I’m real sorry I hain’t heerd tell of him—may give me ten dollars efter all your talk. Then o’ course he mayn’t.”

“Ten dollars! Why, see here, I—” Harvey dived into his pocket for the wad of bills. All he brought up was a soggy packet of cigarettes.

“Not lawful currency, an’ bad for the lungs. Heave ’em overboard, young feller, and try agin.”

“It’s been stolen!” cried Harvey, hotly.

“You’ll hev to wait till you see your pa to reward me, then?”

“A hundred and thirty-four dollars—all stolen,” said Harvey, hunting wildly through his pockets. “Give them back.”

A curious change flitted across old Troop’s hard face. “What might you have been doin’ at your time o’ life with one hundred an’ thirty-four dollars, young feller?”

“It was part of my pocket-money—for a month.” This Harvey thought would be a knock-down blow, and it was—indirectly.

“Oh! One hundred and thirty-four dollars is only part of his pocket-money—for one month only! You don’t remember hittin’ anything when you fell over, do you? Crack agin a stanchion, le’ ’s say. Old man Hasken o’ the East Wind”—Troop seemed to be talking to himself—“he tripped on a hatch an’ butted the mainmast with his head—hardish. ’Baout three weeks afterwards, old man Hasken he would hev it that the East Wind was a commerce-destroyin’ man-o’-war, an’ so he declared war on Sable Island because it was Bridish, an’ the shoals run aout too far. They sewed him up in a bed-bag, his head an’ feet appearin’, fer the rest o’ the trip, an’ now he’s to home in Essex playin’ with little rag dolls.”

Harvey choked with rage, but Troop went on consolingly: “We’re sorry fer you. We’re very sorry fer you—an’ so young. We won’t say no more abaout the money, I guess.”

“ ’Course you won’t. You stole it.”

“Suit yourself. We stole it ef it’s any comfort to you. Naow, abaout goin’ back. Allowin’ we could do it, which we can’t, you ain’t in no fit state to go back to your home, an’ we’ve jest come on to the Banks, workin’ fer our bread. We don’t see the ha’af of a hundred dollars a month, let alone pocket-money; an’ with good luck we’ll be ashore again somewheres abaout the first weeks o’ September.”

“But—but it’s May now, and I can’t stay here doin’ nothing just because you want to fish. I can’t, I tell you!”

“Right an’ jest; jest an’ right. No one asks you to do nothin’. There’s a heap as you can do, for Otto he went overboard on Le Have. I mistrust he lost his grip in a gale we f’und there. Anyways, he never come back to deny it. You’ve turned up, plain, plumb providential for all concerned. I mistrust, though, there’s ruther few things you kin do. Ain’t thet so?”

“I can make it lively for you and your crowd when we get ashore,” said Harvey, with a vicious nod, murmuring vague threats about “piracy,” at which Troop almost—not quite—smiled.

“Excep’ talk. I’d forgot that. You ain’t asked to talk more’n you’ve a mind to aboard the We’re Here. Keep your eyes open, an’ help Dan to do ez he’s bid, an’ sechlike, an’ I’ll give you—you ain’t wuth it, but I’ll give—ten an’ a ha’af a month; say thirty-five at the end o’ the trip. A little work will ease up your head, an’ you kin tell us all abaout your dad an’ your ma an’ your money efterwards.”

“She’s on the steamer,” said Harvey, his eyes filling with tears. “Take me to New York at once.”

“Poor woman—poor woman! When she has you back she’ll forgit it all, though. There’s eight of us on the We’re Here, an’ ef we went back naow—it’s more ’n a thousand mile—we’d lose the season. The men they wouldn’t hev it, allowin’ I was agreeable.”

“But my father would make it all right.”

“He’d try. I don’t doubt he’d try,” said Troop; “but a whole season’s catch is eight men’s bread; an’ you’ll be better in your health when you see him in the fall. Go forward an’ help Dan. It’s ten an’ a ha’af a month, ez I said, an’, o’ course all f’und, same ez the rest o’ us.”

“Do you mean I’m to clean pots and pans and things?” said Harvey.

“An’ other things. You’ve no call to shout, young feller.”

“I won’t! My father will give you enough to buy this dirty little fish-kettle”—Harvey stamped on the deck—“ten times over, if you take me to New York safe; and—and—you’re in a hundred and thirty by me, anyway.”

“Ha-ow?” said Troop, the iron face darkening.

“How? You know how, well enough. On top of all that, you want me to do menial work”—Harvey was very proud of that adjective—“till the fall. I tell you I will not. You hear?”

Troop regarded the top of the mainmast with deep interest for a while, as Harvey harangued fiercely all around him.

“Hsh!” he said at last. “I’m figurin’ out my responsibilities in my own mind. It’s a matter o’ jedgment.”

Dan stole up and plucked Harvey by the elbow. “Don’t go to tamperin’ with dad any more,” he pleaded. “You’ve called him a thief two or three times over, an’ he don’t take that from any livin’ bein’.”

“I won’t!” Harvey almost shrieked, disregarding the advice, and still Troop meditated.

“Seems kinder unneighborly,” he said at last, his eye traveling down to Harvey. “I don’t blame you, not a mite, young feller, nor you won’t blame me when the bile’s out o’ your systim. ’Be sure you sense what I say? Ten an’ a ha’af fer second boy on the schooner—an’ all f’und—fer to teach you an’ fer the sake o’ your health. Yes or no?”

“No!” said Harvey. “Take me back to New York or I’ll see you—”

He did not exactly remember what followed. He was lying in the scuppers, holding on to a nose that bled, while Troop looked down on him serenely.

“Dan,” he said to his son, “I was sot agin this young feller when I first saw him, on account o’ hasty jedgments. Never you be led astray by hasty jedgments, Dan. Naow I’m sorry for him, because he’s clear distracted in his upper works. He ain’t responsible fer the names he’s give me, nor fer his other statements—nor fer jumpin’ overboard, which I’m abaout  ha’af convinced he did. You be gentle with him, Dan, ’r I’ll give you twice what I’ve give him. Them hemmeridges clears the head. Let him sluice it off!”

Troop went down solemnly into the cabin, where he and the older men bunked, leaving Dan to comfort the luckless heir to thirty millions.
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