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THE NARRATIVE OF ARTHUR GORDON PYM OF NANTUCKET

Edgar Poe was born on January 19, 1809, in Boston, the son of impoverished actors. Orphaned when he was not yet three, Poe was taken in by John and Frances Allan of Richmond, Virginia. After a major falling-out with his foster father in 1827, Poe left Richmond for Boston, where he arranged for the publication of his first book of poetry, Tamerlane and Other Poems. He published two additional books of poetry—Al Aaraaf, Tamerlane, and Minor Poems (1829) and Poems (1831)—and began to publish short stories and book reviews, gaining an editorial position at the Southern Literary Messenger in Richmond in 1835. Perhaps already privately married to his thirteen-year-old cousin Virginia Clemm, he married her publicly in May 1836. By this time, he had begun work on his novel, The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym, early chapters of which were published in the Messenger of January and February 1837. But on January 3, 1837, Poe lost his job (very likely owing to his drinking), and he moved to New York City, where he completed the book. Pym was published by Harper & Brothers on July 30, 1838. Poe had by then moved to Philadelphia, where he came to serve as an editor for two periodicals—Burton’s Gentleman’s Magazine and, later, Graham’s Magazine—and where he published a collection of short stories,  Tales of The Grotesque and Arabesque (1840), as well as many additional short stories, including the prize-winning “The Gold Bug” and the first modern detective story, “The Murders in the Rue Morgue.” However, his wife, Virginia, developed tuberculosis. Returning to New York City in 1844, Poe soon reached the peak of his fame with the publication of “The Raven” in 1845. That year also saw the publication of both Tales and The Raven and Other Poems—but Poe’s drinking led to the failure of his weekly, the  Broadway Journal. Settling in Fordham, Poe continued to write and to care for Virginia; she died in January 1847. In his final years, Poe wrote some of his most celebrated poetry—“The Bells,” “Eldorado,” and “Annabel Lee”—and his cosmological prose poem, Eureka (1848). On October 7, 1849, Edgar Allan Poe died in Baltimore.
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Richard Kopley, associate professor of English at Penn State DuBois, is the author of numerous studies of Poe, Hawthorne, and Melville; editor of Poe’s Pym: Critical Explorations and Prospects for the Study of American Literature: A Guide for Students and Scholars; and coeditor of the journal Resources for American Literary Study. He is also vice-president of the Poe Studies Association.
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For Leslie Fiedler,  
who got me started

 

—R.K.




INTRODUCTION

It could well be argued that the idea for the first episode in Edgar Allan Poe’s great novel of adventure, The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym, came from a newspaper.

Poe was a devoted reader of reviews of his work. And as the editor of Richmond’s monthly Southern Literary Messenger , he included reviews and extracts of reviews of the Messenger in a supplement in the January, April, and July issues of 1836. Notably, he regularly featured in the supplements reviews from the Norfolk Beacon and the Norfolk Herald. As a professional journalist, he could not well have missed these newspapers of a neighboring city. Our recognizing Poe’s reading in the Beacon and the Herald in 1836 is important, for we can see in that reading the beginnings of Pym. Poe would have encountered in the Beacon, on February 18, 1836—one day after a very positive review of the February issue of the  Messenger—and in the Herald, on February 19, 1836—adjacent to a highly favorable review of that same issue—a first-hand account of the destruction in a storm at sea of a Norfolk vessel named the Ariel, and of the escape and rescue of two men who had been on board. In all likelihood, Poe would have been reminded of James Fenimore Cooper’s Ariel in The Pilot, Percy Bysshe Shelley’s boat Ariel, John Milton’s Ariel in Paradise Lost, and William Shakespeare’s fairy Ariel in The Tempest (a part once played by Poe’s mother, Eliza). But it was the Norfolk newspaper account that appears to have been the immediate prompt, and it was that account that most closely anticipates the events of chapter 1 of Poe’s novel: the destruction of the Ariel and the rescue of two males who had been on board. The story had great possibilities for a general  audience: as a work in the public mind, it could perhaps introduce a popular sea narrative, one characterized by what Poe termed “the potent magic of verisimilitude” (the use of specific detail to promote belief and heighten effect). It could lead to a work comparable to Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, which Poe had so highly praised in the January 1836 issue of the Messenger. Furthermore, the newspaper account of the destruction of the Ariel had great possibilities for a literary audience: it could conceivably suggest another story altogether. Addressing both the general audience and the literary audience in Pym, Poe sought the resounding success that had so far eluded him.

 

Edgar Poe was born in Boston on January 19, 1809, to Eliza Arnold Poe and David Poe Jr., both actors. Edgar had an older brother, Henry, and, soon, a younger sister, Rosalie. David Poe Jr., a performer of limited talent, and given to drink, abandoned his family in New York City in the spring or summer of 1811. The children’s beloved mother, Eliza, a much celebrated ingenue, became sick in Richmond and died on December 8, 1811. Henry went to live with his grandpar ents in Baltimore and Rosalie with the Mackenzies of Richmond; Edgar was taken in—but never adopted—by John and Frances Allan, also of Richmond.

Obvious difficulties did not develop for a while. Several people who had known Edgar when he was a young boy remember him to have been “a lovely little fellow . . . charming every one by his childish grace, vivacity, and cleverness.” In London, where John Allan had taken his family so that he could expand his import/export business, the attentive foster father wrote in 1818, “Edgar is a fine Boy and reads Latin sharply.” While his schoolmaster considered him spoiled and mischievous, Allan continued to state that “Edgar is a very fine Boy & a good Scholar.” And when John Allan returned to Richmond in 1820, having suffered business reverses, he inquired of Edgar’s new teacher Joseph H. Clarke whether a book of his foster son’s poems (written to various girls in the city) should be published. (Impressed with the boy’s imagination, Clarke nonetheless recommended that, to avoid inflating Edgar’s already high opinion of himself, Allan should not have the book published. The poems have since been lost.)

Edgar continued to distinguish himself as a student, and showed skills as an athlete, as well—as a runner, leaper, boxer, and swimmer. But he was, in all likelihood, becoming aware that his status among his peers was uncertain, since he was the son of actors and dependent on the goodwill of the Allans. Also, he longed for the mother he had lost, and he sought maternal sympathy in his foster mother, Frances Allan, and his friend Rob Stanard’s mother, Jane Stanard. Mrs. Allan was frequently ill, however, and Mrs. Stanard, though very responsive to the boy, soon died. Edgar was distraught and apparently moody at home—“miserable sulky & ill-tempered,” John Allan wrote. Edgar’s relationship with his foster father worsened—especially when this son of actors defied John Allan by joining the Thespian Society.

In the summer of 1825, Edgar had the second of two visits from his brother, Henry—a welcome interlude, surely. Also, Edgar became involved in a romance with Elmira Royster, but after he went to the University of Virginia in February 1826, her father intercepted his letters, and she eventually married someone else. Poe fared well academically at the university, excelling in languages, and he continued to write and revealed a talent for drawing. But he considered himself hampered by John Allan’s inadequate financial support. He gambled at cards and lost, incurring great debts. And he began to drink, as well. In December 1826, John Allan removed Edgar from the university, refusing to pay some of his debts. In March 1827, after living with the Allans in Richmond and working in his foster father’s business, Edgar had a final argument with John Allan and left the house for good. The impoverished  young man voyaged north along the coast to Boston to try to begin his literary career.

Young Poe struggled in poverty, working as a low-level clerk and then a reporter, and eventually joining the army. But before his battery traveled south to Charleston, South Carolina, he arranged for the publication of his first book,  Tamerlane and Other Poems, at his own expense. This volume of Byronic longing and conflict—now one of the most highly valued rarities in American book collecting—was printed by Calvin F. S. Thomas in June or July 1827 and met with little response.

Poe’s two-year career in the army was reasonably successful but evidently unsatisfying. In 1829 he left to live with his aunt Maria Clemm (his father’s sister), his brother, Henry, and his cousin Virginia, in Baltimore. His foster mother, Frances Allan, soon died, and Henry, a minor writer, was “given up to drink.” Poe asserted in a letter to novelist John Neal, who had praised his poem “Heaven” (later “Fairyland”) in The Yankee, “I am young—not yet twenty—am a poet—if deep worship of all beauty can make me one. . . .” He then went on to intimate his devotion to Henry and its cause: “. . . there can be no tie more strong than that of brother for brother—it is not so much that they love one another as that they both love the same parent. . . .” Here we have a critical insight into Poe’s family life, one that may help to illuminate some of the less immediately accessible elements of Pym.

In December 1829, Al Aaraaf, Tamerlane, and Minor Poems was published by Hatch & Dunning; it elicited a small but appreciative critical response. Among the remarkable poems in this collection was the elegant “Sonnet—To Science,” Poe’s early critique of science as an enemy of the imagination. Then, in 1830, with support from his foster father and others, Poe won an appointment to West Point. But while he did well in his classes in languages and mathematics, he came to dislike the military regimen. And his relationship with the newly remarried John Allan was growing more problematic—very likely, in part, because of a letter that Poe had written offering criticisms of his foster father, including an indiscreet allegation about Allan’s drinking. Responding to a rejecting John Allan in January 1831, Poe wrote an angry and defensive letter, which closed with a resolve to abandon his work at West Point. He followed through on this resolve, deliberately provoking a court-martial.

Returning to Baltimore in 1831, Poe published Poems with Elam Bliss, winning only a few notices and great resentment from the cadets who had subscribed to the book with the expectation that it would offer Poe’s familiar clever satire. Still, this book, like all of Poe’s works, offered compelling writing—it featured, among other poems, such now recognized classics as “Israfel,” “The City in the Sea,” and “To Helen” (his tribute to Mrs. Stanard).

Poe decided, though, to shift his efforts to fiction, hoping for the success that he had not yet won with his poetry. He entered the Philadelphia Saturday Courier’s short story contest, but he lost. Meanwhile, Henry had become sick, probably owing to excessive drinking. In light of the poverty of Maria Clemm’s household, the two brothers probably shared a room—perhaps, given the custom of the day, even a bed. On August 1, 1831, Henry died. Edgar may well have witnessed his brother’s death.

The earliest published short story attributed to Poe, a tale of the crucifixion of Jesus, titled “A Dream,” appeared in the  Saturday Evening Post on August 13. Then, in early 1832, the Saturday Courier published five of Poe’s tales, including the supposedly comic work about the Romans’ mockery of the besieged Israelites, “A Tale of Jerusalem.” And Poe continued to write short stories, gathering them in “Tales of the Folio Club”—but the collection was never published.

Still, Poe won local attention when he submitted “Tales of the Folio Club” to the Baltimore Saturday Visiter competition  in 1833. His tale of the Flying Dutchman, “MS. Found in a Bottle,” was selected as the prize-winning story—it was published on October 19, 1833, and Poe was awarded fifty dollars. But personal problems continued. In February 1834, Poe visited his dying foster father, but Allan, uninterested in reconciliation, raised his cane to Poe and ordered him out of the room. In March 1834, John Allan died. And Poe was not mentioned in his will. However, one of the judges in the Saturday Visiter contest, John Pendleton Kennedy, took an interest in Poe, providing him with clothing and writing in his behalf to publisher Thomas W. White of Richmond, who had recently begun a monthly magazine, the Southern Literary Messenger.

Poe began to publish stories and poems and reviews in the  Messenger. In August 1835, he moved to Richmond, perhaps to pursue a teaching position (which he did not get)—and he shortly begin to assist White editorially. Poe’s drinking—probably aggravated by his anxiety about possibly losing Virginia to the guardianship of his second cousin Neilson Poe—led to his dismissal. Offered a warning by White (“No man is safe who drinks before breakfast!”), Poe was allowed to return. In October 1835, he moved back to Richmond from Baltimore, this time with Virginia (whom he may already have married secretly and whom he would soon marry publicly) and her mother, Maria Clemm. After many years of struggle, Poe had secured an important position and his own family—but not yet the popular and critical success that he desired.

 

On March 3, 1836, the intermediary for the Harper & Brothers publishing house, James Kirke Paulding, wrote to Poe’s employer, Messenger publisher White, that the Harpers had declined “Tales of the Folio Club” because some of the tales had already been published and some were too obscure. He advised that Poe “lower himself a little to the ordinary comprehension of the generality of readers, and prepare a series of original Tales, or a single work.” He soon thereafter wrote to  Poe, “I think it would be worth your while . . . to undertake a Tale in a couple of Volumes. . . .” On June 19, Wesley Harper himself wrote to Poe, clarifying the publisher’s view: the book had been declined because many of its stories had been published, because “detached tales and pieces” were not usually successful, and because the works themselves were “too learned and mystical.” “They would be understood and relished only by a very few,” he added, “not by the multitude.” Harper offered his considered opinion about the American readership: “Readers in this country have a decided and strong preference for works (especially fiction) in which a single and connected story occupies the whole volume, or number of volumes, as the case may be. . . .” While Poe tried once more to publish “Tales of the Folio Club,” he also took seriously the advice he had received; his writing Pym, his only novel, was his response to that advice.

 

Seeking “the multitude,” Poe borrowed the story of the wreck of the Ariel from the popular press in 1836 and began to elaborate a nautical narrative, probably in hopes of attaining the popular success of Defoe or Cooper or Michael C. Scott with  Tom Cringle’s Log (1833) or Joseph C. Hart with Miriam Coffin, or The Whale-Fisherman (1834). He would surely have been encouraged by his own earlier success with a sea tale, “MS. Found in a Bottle.” (Notably, chapter 10 of Pym, the death ship chapter, relies on the “Flying Dutchman” motif of “MS.”) Working in the genre of the sea novel, Poe clearly emphasized its sensational elements. He understood that the expectations of his potential readership had been shaped by tales of the extraordinary that appeared in monthly magazines and accounts of the extraordinary that were regularly published in the penny press. Defending his tale “Berenice” to publisher White in April 1835, Poe defended the sensational in literature, stating that literary success in the magazines was owing to “the ludicrous heightened into the grotesque: the  fearful coloured into the horrible: the witty exaggerated into the burlesque: the singular wrought out into the strange and mystical.” (He disagreed with Harper on the “mystical.”) Poe summed up his position by explaining to White, “To be appreciated you must be read, and these things [stories with sensational elements] are invariably sought after with avidity.” From popular gothic tales, Poe extrapolated a gothic sea novel—a series of tales, involving a character repeatedly on the brink of either death or discovery.

The language of Pym’s subtitle cries out the sensations of the book: “MUTINY,” “BUTCHERY,” “SHIPWRECK,” “SUFFERINGS,” “CAPTURE,” “MASSACRE.” Over and over, Pym is about to die; indeed, in one episode he appears as a dead man. Poe was drawing on the same fascination with death that he drew on in so many other works, including “The Fall of the House of Usher” (1839), “The Premature Burial” (1844), and “The Facts in the Case of M. Valdemar” (1845). He was appealing to readers’ desire for pleasurable fear, and perhaps, too, to their longing for annihilation—at least vicarious annihilation—to what he later termed “the Imp of the Perverse.” Furthermore, the “CAPTURE” and “MASSACRE” of Pym’s shipmates would probably have had a particular interest for a large audience—the devious, deadly natives would have suggested to readers not only the fierce natives in other sea narratives but also, very likely, fearsome renderings of southern slaves. Poe invited an association such as this in Pym’s voyage south by stating that “a singular ledge of rock” in a South Sea island looked like “corded bales of cotton” (chapter 17). Poe’s characterization of the Tsalalian natives as a primitive people of great deceit and murderousness would probably have resonated with southern fears of slave insurrection—and perhaps with similar northern fears, as well. (Harry Levin, Leslie Fiedler, Sidney Kaplan, and numerous subsequent scholars have discussed the importance of race in Pym; J. Gerald Kennedy has recently posited that the rescuing “half-breed,”  Dirk Peters, may suggest an ameliorative view.) Finally, Poe’s reference in his subtitle to “ADVENTURES AND DISCOVERIES STILL FARTHER SOUTH” would have engaged a public intrigued by nautical exploration. The belief that there were holes at the poles—with water rushing north to south according to Captain John Cleves Symmes Jr., and south to north according to his disciple Jeremiah N. Reynolds—and the effort of Reynolds to secure an exploring expedition to advance human knowledge of the southern waters—were very much in the news. The mystery of the southern regions was a great one in Poe’s day, and could be taken as an emblem of all mysteries that perplexed and challenged.

Poe intensified the sensations of Pym by rendering them with what he termed in his September 1836 review of Robert Montgomery Bird’s novel Sheppard Lee “the infinity of arts which give verisimilitude to a narration.” Poe relied upon a variety of sea documents—not only works of fiction, but also mariners’ chronicles, the writings of Jeremiah N. Reynolds, and, in particular, A Narrative of Four Voyages (1832), supposedly written by Benjamin Morrell but actually ghostwritten by Samuel Woodworth. The specific details that Poe provided may have occasionally slowed readers, but they also probably yielded a sharper contrast for the sensations of the novel. Clearly, the believability of the work—or the seeming good-faith effort to make the work minimally believable—could increase its readership. Strengthening the verisimilitude of the novel was Pym’s earnest appeal to “progressing science.” Although Poe had critiqued science as an enemy of the imagination in “Sonnet—To Science,” he came to hold a more positive view in subsequent years, seeing science as an effort that could satisfy the imagination; his ultimate meditation on that subject was his prose poem on the nature of the universe,  Eureka (1848). Pym’s trust in science and the findings of the Exploring Expedition (1838-1842) might have held out to readers the possibility—perhaps only the apparent possibility—of empirical bases for Poe’s improbabilities and impossibilities.

However, whereas Pym claims in the preface to the novel that the public recognized as factual the seemingly fictional narrative in the Messenger (roughly, the first three and a half chapters of the book), readers were not typically so credulous. It is true that in reading Pym Oliver Wendell Holmes’s brother John was “completely deceived by the minute accuracy of some of the details.” And, as Joan Tyler Mead has shown (in Kopley, Poe’s Pym), John Murphy did include portions of Pym’s “stowage” section in a guidebook, Nautical Routine and Stowage (1849), identifying his source only as “Am. Pub.” (If he recognized Pym as fiction, he still had sufficient regard for one of its digressions to include it in his work of nonfiction.) Yet an angry William Burton (editor of  Burton’s Gentleman’s Magazine) called the novel “an impudent attempt at humbugging the public,” and a British critic concurred, terming it “an impudent attempt at imposing on the credulity of the ignorant.” An 1850 reader wrote in his copy of Pym, addressing any future reader, “I Don’t believe A damned word of this yarn do you Sir” (University of Texas, Austin, copy). And while this reader must have believed in Pym, for he wrote beneath Pym’s name in the title, “you are a Liar,” another contemporary reader disbelieved in Pym, declaring at the novel’s close, “It is my firm opinion that the whole of the preceding narrative is a base fabrication, & that such a man as Pym never existed[;] if any one should read this book[,] I think them void of common sense if they believe it” (UCLA copy).

Yet some could willingly disbelieve and still enjoy the story. An American critic asserted, “. . . this is a very clever extravaganza . . .”; a British critic exclaimed with amusement, “Arthur Pym is the American Robinson Crusoe, a man all over wonders, who sees nothing but wonders, vanquishes nothing but wonders, would, indeed, evidently, scorn to have  anything to do but with wonders. . . .” And an 1852 reader, a nineteen-year-old bookstore clerk in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, Frank R. Diffenderfer, wrote:This is without a doubt one of the most remarkable books I ever read. I really do not know which to admire most[,] the story or its author. . . . Unfortunately for the truth of the story[,] a few years later the United States Exploring Expedition discovered a continent stretching 1500 miles in length from east to west being all the portion which Mr. Pym pretends he sailed over. This is of little account however. Centuries may elapse ere another such story is written. Future generations will appreciate the genius of its gifted but erratic author. (Franklin & Marshall copy)





The clerk (later a distinguished historian) overstated the problem, but he was correct in that there is a geographical difficulty in the final portion of Pym: the “Antarctic Ocean” that Pym sails over in this portion—from 84° S, 43° W, over a “vast distance to the southward”—is Antarctica itself. But this inconsistency was evidently not troubling to young Diffenderfer. Poe’s occasionally unbelievable verisimilitude was apparently considered acceptable, and his many sensations considered sensational. It is relevant to note what Poe wrote in this regard in his Sheppard Lee review:The attention of the author, who does not depend upon explaining away his incredibilities, is directed to giving them the character and luminousness of truth, and thus are brought about, unwittingly, some of the most vivid creations of human intellect. The reader, too, readily perceives and falls in with the writer’s humor, and suffers himself to be borne on thereby.





Appealing to the popular imagination with sensation and purportedly verisimilar detail, Poe did successfully reach some contemporary readers.

But Poe also still sought the “very few,” members of the small, highly literary audience. Very probably, he sought readers interested in the solving of codes—another kind of adventure. Jean-François Champollion’s solving the mystery of the Egyptian hieroglyphs with his analysis of the Rosetta stone in 1822 had made the issue of decoding a familiar and exciting one to a number of readers of Poe’s time. Poe would later enjoy some success with his code-breaking articles in  Alexander’s Weekly Messenger in 1839 and 1840 and would publish “A Few Words on Secret Writing” in Graham’s Magazine in 1841. And he acknowledged in his “Exordium” in 1842 that “The analysis of a book is a matter of time and of mental exertion. For many classes of composition there is required a deliberate perusal, with notes, and subsequent generalization.”

Deliberate perusal reveals a subtext in Pym concerning Poe’s family. We may trace it briefly here. Even as Arthur Gordon Pym suggests Edgar Allan Poe, Pym’s friend Augustus suggests Poe’s brother, Henry. Even as Augustus was two years older than Pym, taller, more widely traveled, and inclined to tell stories and to drink, so, too, was Henry two years older than Poe, taller, more widely traveled, and inclined to tell stories and drink. The early episode in which Augustus was rescued from the ocean and the later one in which Pym was rescued from the hold of a ship may suggest their births. And certainly Augustus’s death on August 1 suggests Henry’s death on August 1, 1831. Critically, attention to the mysterious close of Pym reveals more about Poe and his family.

A language correspondence can clarify the subtext. By virtue of the identical phrase “human figure,” the “shrouded human figure” at novel’s end (chapter 24) may be linked with the “human figure” in the chasms (chapter 23) and, more importantly, with the “human figure” to which Poe’s Pym compares a penguin: “. . . the resemblance [of the penguin] to a  human figure is very striking . . .” (chapter 14). This penguin connection for the phrase “human figure” is revealing. If we recall that at the novel’s beginning the boat Ariel collided with the ship Penguin, then we may infer that at the novel’s close Pym’s canoe, approaching the “human figure” that is “very far larger . . . than any dweller among men,” will also collide with the ship Penguin. The final chapter covertly reflects the first chapter: in both chapters, a small vessel is destroyed by the Penguin and those on the small vessel are rescued by those on the Penguin. Accordingly, we may understand how Pym returned from his Antarctic adventure.

If we move a step further and note the most “astonishing” characteristic of the penguin and its neighbor the albatross, as stated in chapter 14—their “spirit of reflection” (a phrase not in the Morrell/Woodworth source passages)—then we may conclude that the penguin and the albatross suggest a mirror. According to this reasoning, the ship Penguin that appears at the book’s beginning, accompanied by the scream of what seem to be “a thousand demons,” and the ship Penguin that appears at the book’s end, accompanied by the screaming “gigantic and pallidly white birds,” stand for mirrors, and the double appearance suggests two mirrors—facing mirrors, as in the cabin of the Jane Guy in chapter 18. (There is, interestingly, only one mirror in the source passage from Morrell/Woodworth.) Infinitely reflected between these facing mirrors in Pym is “Too-wit,” the native chief, who was said to be “in the middle of the cabin.” Correspondingly, in the middle of Pym—midway between the facing mirrors, in the eleventh of twenty-two paragraphs in chapter 13, the central chapter of twenty-five chapters—is the infinitely reflected death of Augustus/Henry on August 1. Arguably, Poe is providing for his literary audience a coded infinite reflection suggesting memory—what he termed in “The Philosophy of Composition” (his 1846 essay on the writing of “The Raven”) “Mournful and Never-ending Remembrance.”

The remaining portion of the novel’s subtext involving Poe’s family is implied by his aforementioned comment that “. . . there can be no tie more strong than that of brother for brother—it is not so much that they love one another as that they both love the same parent. . . .” Richard Wilbur has noted that the name “E. Ronald” in the first chapter is an anagram for the maiden name of Poe’s mother, “E. Arnold.” Furthermore, the white “shrouded human figure” not only reflects Poe’s brother but also itself signifies Poe’s mother. This is hinted by the fact that the figure appears on March 22 surrounded by birds crying, “Tekeli-li!” In the Charleston  Courier—a newspaper from which Poe would later borrow for the poem “Annabel Lee”—Poe’s mother Eliza Poe was listed as appearing in a play titled Tekeli. The play, performed on March 23, 1811, had first been scheduled for March 22. Eliza’s role in Tekeli was that of a bride—she probably would have been dressed in white.

Writing in the January 1836 issue of the Messenger, Poe praised an essay by Barthold Niebuhr, a piece asserting that in Dante’s Inferno the allegory—the story beneath the story—is a personal one. It certainly seems as if the allegory here described, in Pym, is a personal one. The private nature of the novel may have been implied by the Tsalalian natives’ cries of “Anamoo-moo!”: in Poe’s Morrell/Woodworth source for portions of the later chapters of Pym, reference is made to the native name for the southern of New Zealand’s two islands—“Tavi Poënammoo” (365). While Poe did object to allegory if it was obtrusive, he accepted allegory if it was “judiciously subdued”—and Poe’s familial allegory in Pym certainly is so subdued.

Pym is, then, a memorial volume, a book that honors Poe’s dead mother and brother. Pertinently, Poe wrote of his mother in December 1835, shortly before he began Pym, that she was “a string to which my heart fully responds.” And ten years later, he added: “The writer of this article is himself the  son of an actress—has invariably made it his boast—and no earl was ever prouder of his earldom than he of the descent from a woman who, although well-born, hesitated not to consecrate to the drama her brief career of genius and of beauty.” He apparently confided to a friend that from his mother he had received “every good gift of his intellect, & his heart.” If we recall that Henry twice visited Edgar in Richmond, we may readily imagine that the two brothers had many conversations about the mother they both cherished; the older Henry would naturally have shared his more plentiful memories of her with his younger brother. Perhaps, like Pym and Augustus, Edgar and Henry enjoyed an “intimate communion.”

Poe’s allegories of Henry’s death and Eliza’s performance in Pym would have been difficult for the reader of Poe’s time to ascertain, since these allegories were dependent on knowledge of such personal matters. Probably only those people who were close to the author fully fathomed the private concerns of the novel. Yet perhaps more readers would have found Pym’s other allegories accessible, since these were based on a shared text, the Bible.

We must here return to the Norfolk newspapers’ February 1836 account of the destruction of the Ariel. To understand more of Poe’s thinking as he read that account, we should consult further his critical writing at the time. The February 1836 issue of the Messenger featured Poe’s piece on “Palæs tine,” which closes with mention of the destruction of Jerusalem. As a reader of the Bible, Poe would have known that Jerusalem is there referred to as Ariel: “Woe to Ariel, to Ariel, the city where David dwelt!” (Isaiah 29:1). Accordingly, when he came upon the news story about the destruction of the vessel Ariel, he would have realized the story’s potential for suggesting another level of meaning—the destruction of Jerusalem. Thus he would have seen an opportunity to solve a problem that the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge  had declared insurmountable. In Specimens of the Table Talk of the Late Samuel Taylor Coleridge, which Poe read, and which he commented on in the April 1835 Messenger, Coleridge contended:. . . the destruction of Jerusalem is the only subject now left for an epic poem of the highest kind. Yet, with all its great capabilities, it has this one grand defect—that, whereas a poem, to be epic, must have a personal interest,—in the destruction of Jerusalem no genius or skill could possibly preserve the interest for the hero from being merged in the interest for the event. The fact is, the event itself is too sublime and overwhelming.





Coleridge was, as acknowledged by early Poe biographer George Woodberry, “the guiding genius of Poe’s early intellectual life”; in fact, he was the author of poems that Poe would draw on for Pym—“The Wanderings of Cain,” “Christabel,” and, most important, “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.” Coleridge’s assertion of a literary problem—and of his own failure to solve it—would have intrigued Poe. We can reasonably infer that Poe would have thought about Coleridge’s challenging comment regarding “the only subject now left for an epic poem of the highest kind” and worked up the novel Pym in part to accomplish what his hero Coleridge could not—to offer the “genius or skill” to “preserve the interest for the hero” by allegorizing the destruction of Jerusalem.

We can see that Poe anticipated the destruction of Jerusalem in Pym in chapter 19 with an allegory of the siege of Jerusalem: Pym and eleven shipmates (the twelve tribes of Israel) sit in the native chief’s tent (a word associated etymologically with “tabernacle”) while the Tsalal natives surround the tent (the Romans surround Jerusalem) and the “palpitating entrails” of a slim-legged hog are passed to Pym and his friends for dinner (a hog is passed by the Romans to the Israelites as a supposed joke). (This was the same story that Poe  had written less cryptically in “A Tale of Jerusalem.”) And Poe rendered the destruction of Jerusalem in the story of the wreck of the Ariel in chapter 1 (and in its retelling in chapter 24) and in the inversion of the prophecy in Isaiah 33:20 regarding “Jerusalem a quiet habitation, a tabernacle that shall not be taken down; not one of the stakes thereof shall ever be removed, neither shall any of the cords thereof be broken”: at the end of chapter 21, the natives of Tsalal pull on “cords” (mentioned four times) that are attached to “stakes” embedded in the earth (mentioned six times), thereby causing a landslide that kills most of the men from the Jane Guy.

Poe’s use of the ship Penguin to rescue Pym and his allusion to the play Tekeli are clarified by the final allegory of the novel. Even as Jerusalem is destroyed, the New Jerusalem is prophesied. Notably, there are many suggestions of Jesus in the novel—for example, “the light of the blessed sun” (chapter 9), the “heavy cross sea” (chapter 14), “a series of cross questioning” (chapter 19), and the cry of the natives, “Lama-Lama!” (chapters 18 and 19), recalling one of the last words of Jesus: “Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani?” (Matthew 27:46; Mark 15:34): “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” The landslide itself (chapters 20 and 21) is described with language echoing that of the 1831 tale attributed to Poe, “A Dream,” concerning the crucifixion of Jesus. (The fall of Jerusalem was often considered resonant with the crucifixion.) Critically,  Pym’s white “shrouded human figure” has been seen as Jesus in the Vision of the Seven Candlesticks (Kaplan, Wilbur)—“one like unto the Son of man” whose “head and his hairs were white like wool, as white as snow” (Revelation 1:13-14). Observing Poe’s association of the Penguin with Wales (chapter 1) and Poe’s affection for the etymologies in dictionaries, we may note that in the Johnson and Webster dictionaries (with which Poe was familiar), the word “penguin” is derived from the Welsh for “white head” (“guin” is white, as in Guin evere, and “pen” is head). Accordingly, we may infer that the  ship Penguin suggests the white head of Jesus, who has come to prophesy the New Jerusalem. The use of the term “Tekeli” is highly important, since Poe’s mother appeared in the play  Tekeli in the part of a young bride named Christine—that is, she represents, for Poe’s purposes, a triumphant image in Christian eschatology: the union of bride and bridegroom—the Church and Christ—at the end of time.

If we wish to pursue the connection between the biblical allegories and the aforementioned issue of race in Pym—a book of black and white opposition—we might consider the special significance of Jerusalem in the American South in the 1830s. After all, Poe, living in Baltimore in August 1831, would surely have known of the widely reported rebellion of the slave Nat Turner and his supporters as they advanced on Jerusalem, Virginia. It is interesting to conjecture whether a secondary implication of Poe’s biblical allegory of the destruction and recovery of Jerusalem may be the Turner insurrection and its eventual defeat.

If we wish to assess the connection between the biblical allegories and the literal and biographical levels of the novel, we may readily realize that the complex work has a thematic unity—all three levels concern loss and recovery. Even as the  Ariel is lost, the Penguin recovers the survivors; even as Jerusalem is destroyed, the New Jerusalem is prophesied; even as Henry and Eliza Poe die, they are implicitly to be reunited with Edgar in the hereafter. Pym is a work of sorrowful memory and hopeful anticipation. And its dynamics are evident, in varied forms, throughout Poe’s oeuvre, and nowhere more clearly than in his cosmological disquisition, Eureka. Here Poe discusses the expansion and contraction of the universe. He maintains that “A diffusion from Unity . . . involves a tendency to return into Unity—a tendency ineradicable until satisfied.” And he later elaborates, “[The atoms’] source lies in the principle, Unity. This is their lost parent. This they seek always—immediately—in all directions—wherever it is even  partially to be found; thus appeasing, in some measure, the ineradicable tendency, while on the way to its absolute satisfaction in the end.” As in Pym, then, that which is lost will be recovered.

 

Early chapters of Pym, identified as Poe’s writing, appeared in the January and February 1837 issues of the Southern Literary Messenger. However, Poe’s editorial work on the periodical came to an end in January 1837, probably because of his drinking, and he finished the novel while he lived in New York City in 1837 and the first half of 1838. Publisher Thomas W. White thought poorly of Pym: remarking on the January 1837 issue of the Messenger, he wrote, “A great deal of it is good matter—and all far better than [Poe’s] Gordon Pym for which I apparently pay him now—$3 per page, but which in reality has and still costs me $20 per page.” Meanwhile, to build verisimilitude in his novel, Poe significantly qualified his authorship of the Messenger section—he provided the preface by the supposedly real Pym, who explained that Poe had written the Messenger portion of the narrative to prove that readers would believe Pym’s story; evidence of their belief supposedly persuaded Pym to write the rest of the work. And Poe added the note about Pym’s death, perhaps to strengthen readers’ belief in Pym’s existence. Poe’s novel was published on July 30, 1838, by Harper & Brothers; a British edition was published in October of the same year by Wiley and Putnam. However, in the British edition, the remarkable final journal entry (later to be termed by Malcolm Cowley “the finest passage in all [Poe’s] works”) was omitted—perhaps because of its seeming inexplicability. A pirated edition of Pym was published by John Cunningham in 1841.

Pym did sell—better in England than in the United States—but it was not the popular success for which Poe had hoped. It did win critical commendation, but expressions of appreciative amazement were complemented by those of annoyed incredulity. Yet while Poe attempted to ingratiate himself with William Burton, author of that angry review of Pym, by terming the novel, in an 1840 letter, “a very silly book,” and while, according to the Duyckinck brothers, Poe did not express pride about the book in conversation, he did, shortly after the book’s publication, begin to plan the first modern detective story, “The Murders in the Rue Morgue”—almost as if he understood from responses to Pym the need to suggest to his readers some of the most effective methods of reading (including a very close attention to the most unusual details). And it is striking to see that Poe, living in Philadelphia in mid- 1838 and ever avid for reviews of his work, found adjacent to a highly positive notice of Pym in the August 4, 1838, issue of the Philadelphia Saturday News (“. . . it abounds in the wild and wonderful, and it is apparently written with great ability”) the story of a murder on Broadway in New York City—a story that came to serve as a vital source for “Rue Morgue.” Thus, Poe repeated his experience with the Norfolk Herald: seeking a review, he found a source; seeking both a popular readership and a learned one, he turned news into literature. The two audiences of antebellum America are still with us to-day; the richness of Poe’s work for both audiences may help to explain the extraordinary endurance of that work.

The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym endures as a classic for students of American literature both in and out of the classroom; it endures, as well, in dissertations and scholarly journals and books, in myriad translations and illustrated reprints (and in Henri Magritte’s celebrated 1937 painting, La Reproduction Interdite), and in the literature that it helped to shape. Many scholars agree that Pym influenced Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick (1851), especially the chapter “The Whiteness of the Whale,” and clearly the novel influenced Henry James’s The Golden Bowl (1904). And Pym is a touch-stone for James De Mille’s A Strange Manuscript Found in a Copper Cylinder (1888), Arthur Conan Doyle’s “The Captain  of the ‘Polestar’ ” (1894), Jules Verne’s The Sphinx of the Ice-Fields (1897), Charles Romyn Dake’s A Strange Discovery  (1899), Walter de la Mare’s The Three Mulla-Mulgars (1910), B. Traven’s Death Ship (1926), H. P. Lovecraft’s At the Mountains of Madness (1939), and Vladimir Nabokov’s Pale Fire (1962). Modern writers have relied on Pym, as well—for example, John Gardner in The King’s Indian (1973), John Barth in Sabbatical (1982), and John Calvin Batchelor in The Birth of the People’s Republic of Antarctica (1983). Versions of the white shrouded figure in Pym may be discovered in such works as David Morrell’s novel Testament (1975) and John Dunning’s novel Bookman’s Wake (1995). And the eminent fiction writer Jorge Luis Borges once said of Pym—as related in Paul Theroux’s The Old Patagonian Express (1979)—“It is Poe’s greatest book.”

Doubtless, Pym will continue to endure and to be recognized as one of the great achievements of Poe’s career—and, indeed, by some as his single greatest achievement. The novel is a work whose story will continue to enthrall and whose complexity, economy, and unity will continue to amaze. Still reaching for a popular readership and a literary one, The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym will continue to create a community of readers—a community that will also endure.
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A NOTE ON THE TEXT

The text selected for this edition of The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym is that of the 1994 Gordian edition of the The Imaginary Voyages, a reissue of the 1981 G. K. Hall edition of that volume, with minor revisions and corrections. The Imaginary Voyages, the first volume in the Collected Writings of Edgar Allan Poe, features Pym, “The Unparalleled Adventure of one Hans Pfaall,” and “The Journal of Julius Rodman.” The editor of The Imaginary Voyages is Burton R. Pollin, the general editor of the Collected Writings. The text of Pym offered in The Imaginary Voyages is that of the 1838 American first edition of the novel, the only complete edition that Poe authorized. No manuscript of the work has survived. Pollin has silently emended several minor errors. Since the first American edition includes two different chapters labeled “XXIII”—probably because of the late insertion of the first of these—the two have been distinguished in the Pollin edition as “23” and “23 bis.”




THE NARRATIVE OF ARTHUR GORDON PYM. OF NANTUCKET.

COMPRISING THE DETAILS OF A MUTINY AND ATROCIOUS BUTCHERY 
ON BOARD THE AMERICAN BRIG GRAMPUS, ON HER WAY TO 
THE SOUTH SEAS, IN THE MONTH OF JUNE, 1827.

 

WITH AN ACCOUNT OF THE RECAPTURE OF THE VESSEL BY THE 
SURVIVERS; THEIR SHIPWRECK AND SUBSEQUENT HORRIBLE 
SUFFERINGS FROM FAMINE; THEIR DELIVERANCE BY 
MEANS OF THE BRITISH SCHOONER JANE GUY; THE 
BRIEF CRUISE OF THIS LATTER VESSEL IN THE 
ANTARCTIC OCEAN; HER CAPTURE, AND THE 
MASSACRE OF HER CREW AMONG THE 
GROUP OF ISLANDS IN THE

 

EIGHTY-FOURTH PARALLEL OF SOUTHERN LATITUDE;

 

TOGETHER WITH THE INCREDIBLE ADVENTURES AND 
DISCOVERIES

 

STILL FARTHER SOUTH

TO WHICH THAT DISTRESSING CALAMITY GAVE RISE.




Preface

Upon my return to the United States a few months ago, after the extraordinary series of adventure in the South Seas and elsewhere, of which an account is given in the following pages, accident threw me into the society of several gentlemen in Richmond, Va., who felt deep interest in all matters relating to the regions I had visited, and who were constantly urging it upon me, as a duty, to give my narrative to the public. I had several reasons, however, for declining to do so, some of which were of a nature altogether private, and concern no person but myself; others not so much so. One consideration which deterred me was, that, having kept no journal during a greater portion of the time in which I was absent, I feared I should not be able to write, from mere memory, a statement so minute and connected as to have the appearance of that truth it would really possess, barring only the natural and unavoidable exaggeration to which all of us are prone when detailing events which have had powerful influence in exciting the imaginative faculties. Another reason was, that the incidents to be narrated were of a nature so positively marvellous, that, unsupported as my assertions must necessarily be (except by the evidence of a single individual, and he a half-breed Indian), I could only hope for belief among my family, and those of my friends who have had reason, through life, to put faith in my veracity—the probability being that the public at large would regard what I should put forth as merely an impudent and ingenious fiction.1 A distrust in my own abilities as a writer was, nevertheless, one of the principal causes which prevented me from complying with the suggestions of my advisers.

Among those gentlemen in Virginia who expressed the greatest interest in my statement, more particularly in regard to that portion of it which related to the Antarctic Ocean, was Mr. Poe, lately editor of the Southern Literary Messenger, a monthly magazine, published by Mr. Thomas W. White, in the city of Richmond. He strongly advised me, among others, to prepare at once a full account of what I had seen and undergone, and trust to the shrewdness and common sense of the public—insisting, with great plausibility, that however roughly, as regards mere authorship, my book should be got up, its very uncouthness, if there were any, would give it all the better chance of being received as truth.2

Notwithstanding this representation, I did not make up my mind to do as he suggested. He afterward proposed (finding that I would not stir in the matter) that I should allow him to draw up, in his own words, a narrative of the earlier portion of my adventures, from facts afforded by myself, publishing it in the Southern Messenger under the garb of fiction. To this, perceiving no objection, I consented, stipulating only that my real name should be retained. Two numbers of the pretended fiction appeared, consequently, in the Messenger for January and February (1837), and, in order that it might certainly be regarded as fiction, the name of Mr. Poe was affixed to the articles in the table of contents of the magazine.3

The manner in which this ruse was received has induced me at length to undertake a regular compilation and publication of the adventures in question; for I found that, in spite of the air of fable which had been so ingeniously thrown around that portion of my statement which appeared in the Messenger (without altering or distorting a single fact), the public were still not at all disposed to receive it as fable, and several letters were sent to Mr. P.’s address distinctly expressing a conviction to the contrary. I thence concluded that the facts of my narrative would prove of such a nature as to carry with them sufficient evidence of their own authenticity, and that I had  consequently little to fear on the score of popular incredulity.

This exposé being made, it will be seen at once how much of what follows I claim to be my own writing; and it will also be understood that no fact is misrepresented in the first few pages which were written by Mr. Poe. Even to those readers who have not seen the Messenger, it will be unnecessary to point out where his portion ends and my own commences; the difference in point of style will be readily perceived.4

A. G. Pym.

New-York, July, 1838.5




Narrative of A. Gordon Pym.

My name is Arthur Gordon Pym.1 My father was a respectable trader in sea-stores at Nantucket, where I was born. My maternal grandfather was an attorney in good practice. He was fortunate in everything, and had speculated very successfully in stocks of the Edgarton New-Bank,2 as it was formerly called. By these and other means he had managed to lay by a tolerable sum of money. He was more attached to myself, I believe, than to any other person in the world, and I expected to inherit the most of his property at his death. He sent me, at six years of age, to the school of old Mr. Ricketts, a gentleman with only one arm, and of eccentric manners—he is well known to almost every person who has visited New Bedford. I stayed at his school until I was sixteen,3 when I left him for Mr. E. Ronald’s academy4 on the hill. Here I became intimate with the son of Mr. Barnard, a sea captain, who generally sailed in the employ of Lloyd and Vredenburgh—Mr. Barnard is also very well known in New Bedford, and has many relations, I am certain, in Edgarton. His son was named Augustus,5 and he was nearly two years older than myself. He had been on a whaling voyage with his father in the John Donaldson, and was always talking to me of his adventures in the South Pacific Ocean. I used frequently to go home with him, and remain all day, and sometimes all night. We occupied the same bed, and he would be sure to keep me awake until almost light, telling me stories of the natives of the Island of Tinian, and other places he had visited in his travels. At last I could not help being interested in what he said, and by degrees I felt the greatest desire to go to sea. I owned a sail-boat called the Ariel,6 and worth about seventy-five dollars. She  had a half-deck or cuddy, and was rigged sloop-fashion—I forget her tonnage, but she would hold ten persons without much crowding. In this boat we were in the habit of going on some of the maddest freaks in the world; and, when I now think of them, it appears to me a thousand wonders that I am alive to-day.

I will relate one of these adventures by way of introduction to a longer and more momentous narrative.7 One night there was a party at Mr. Barnard’s, and both Augustus and myself were not a little intoxicated towards the close of it. As usual, in such cases, I took part of his bed in preference to going home. He went to sleep, as I thought, very quietly (it being near one when the party broke up), and without saying a word on his favourite topic. It might have been half an hour from the time of our getting in bed, and I was just about falling into a doze, when he suddenly started up, and swore with a terrible oath that he would not go to sleep for any Arthur Pym in Christendom, when there was so glorious a breeze from the southwest. I never was so astonished in my life, not knowing what he intended, and thinking that the wines and liquors he had drunk had set him entirely beside himself. He proceeded to talk very coolly, however, saying he knew that I supposed him intoxicated, but that he was never more sober in his life. He was only tired, he added, of lying in bed on such a fine night like a dog, and was determined to get up and dress, and go out on a frolic with the boat. I can hardly tell what possessed me, but the words were no sooner out of his mouth than I felt a thrill of the greatest excitement and pleasure, and thought his mad idea one of the most delightful and most reasonable things in the world. It was blowing almost a gale, and the weather was very cold—it being late in October. I sprang out of bed, nevertheless, in a kind of ecstasy, and told him I was quite as brave as himself, and quite as tired as he was of lying in bed like a dog, and quite as ready for any fun or frolic as any Augustus Barnard in Nantucket.

We lost no time in getting on our clothes and hurrying down to the boat. She was lying at the old decayed wharf by the lumber-yard of Pankey & Co.,8 and almost thumping her sides out against the rough logs. Augustus got into her and bailed her, for she was nearly half full of water. This being done, we hoisted jib and mainsail, kept full, and started boldly out to sea.

The wind, as I before said, blew freshly from the southwest. The night was very clear and cold. Augustus had taken the helm, and I stationed myself by the mast, on the deck of the cuddy. We flew along at a great rate—neither of us having said a word since casting loose from the wharf. I now asked my companion what course he intended to steer, and what time he thought it probable we should get back. He whistled for a few minutes, and then said crustily, “I am going to sea—you may go home if you think proper.” Turning my eyes upon him, I perceived at once that, in spite of his assumed  nonchalance, he was greatly agitated. I could see him distinctly by the light of the moon—his face was paler than any marble, and his hand shook so excessively that he could scarcely retain hold of the tiller. I found that something had gone wrong, and became seriously alarmed. At this period I knew little about the management of a boat, and was now depending entirely upon the nautical skill of my friend. The wind, too, had suddenly increased, as we were fast getting out of the lee of the land—still I was ashamed to betray any trepidation, and for almost half an hour maintained a resolute silence. I could stand it no longer, however, and spoke to Augustus about the propriety of turning back. As before, it was nearly a minute before he made answer, or took any notice of my suggestion. “By-and-by,” said he at length—“time enough—home by-and-by.” I had expected a similar reply, but there was something in the tone of these words which filled me with an indescribable feeling of dread. I again looked at the speaker attentively. His lips were perfectly livid, and his  knees shook so violently together that he seemed scarcely able to stand. “For God’s sake, Augustus,” I screamed, now heartily frightened, “what ails you?—what is the matter?—what are you going to do?” “Matter!” he stammered, in the greatest apparent surprise, letting go the tiller at the same moment, and falling forward into the bottom of the boat—“matter!—why, nothing is the—matter—going home—d—d—don’t you see?” The whole truth now flashed upon me. I flew to him and raised him up. He was drunk—beastly drunk—he could no longer either stand, speak, or see. His eyes were perfectly glazed; and as I let him go in the extremity of my despair, he rolled like a mere log into the bilge-water from which I had lifted him. It was evident that, during the evening, he had drunk far more than I suspected, and that his conduct in bed had been the result of a highly-concentrated state of intoxication—a state which, like madness, frequently enables the victim to imitate the outward demeanour of one in perfect possession of his senses. The coolness of the night air, however, had had its usual effect—the mental energy began to yield before its influence—and the confused perception which he no doubt then had of his perilous situation had assisted in hastening the catastrophe. He was now thoroughly insensible, and there was no probability that he would be otherwise for many hours.

It is hardly possible to conceive the extremity of my terror. The fumes of the wine lately taken had evaporated, leaving me doubly timid and irresolute. I knew that I was altogether incapable of managing the boat, and that a fierce wind and strong ebb tide were hurrying us to destruction.9 A storm was evidently gathering behind us; we had neither compass nor provisions; and it was clear that, if we held our present course, we should be out of sight of land before daybreak. These thoughts, with a crowd of others equally fearful, flashed through my mind with a bewildering rapidity, and for some moments paralyzed me beyond the possibility of making any  exertion. The boat was going through the water at a terrible rate—full before the wind—no reef in either jib or mainsail—running her bows completely under the foam. It was a thousand wonders she did not broach to—Augustus having let go the tiller, as I said before, and I being too much agitated to think of taking it myself. By good luck, however, she kept steady, and gradually I recovered some degree of presence of mind. Still the wind was increasing fearfully; and whenever we rose from a plunge forward, the sea behind fell combing over our counter, and deluged us with water. I was so utterly benumbed, too, in every limb, as to be nearly unconscious of sensation. At length I summoned up the resolution of despair, and rushing to the mainsail, let it go by the run. As might have been expected, it flew over the bows, and, getting drenched with water, carried away the mast short off by the board. This latter accident alone saved me from instant destruction. Under the jib only, I now boomed along before the wind, shipping heavy seas occasionally over the counter, but relieved from the terror of immediate death. I took the helm, and breathed with greater freedom as I found that there yet remained to us a chance of ultimate escape.10 Augustus still lay senseless in the bottom of the boat; and as there was imminent danger of his drowning (the water being nearly a foot deep just where he fell), I contrived to raise him partially up, and keep him in a sitting position, by passing a rope round his waist, and lashing it to a ringbolt in the deck of the cuddy. Having thus arranged everything as well as I could in my chilled and agitated condition, I recommended myself to God, and made up my mind to bear whatever might happen with all the fortitude in my power.

Hardly had I come to this resolution, when, suddenly, a loud and long scream or yell, as if from the throats of a thousand demons,11 seemed to pervade the whole atmosphere around and above the boat. Never while I live shall I forget the intense agony of terror I experienced at that moment. My  hair stood erect on my head—I felt the blood congealing in my veins—my heart ceased utterly to beat, and without having once raised my eyes to learn the source of my alarm, I tumbled headlong and insensible upon the body of my fallen companion.

I found myself, upon reviving, in the cabin of a large whaling-ship (the Penguin)12 bound to Nantucket. Several persons were standing over me, and Augustus, paler than death, was busily occupied in chafing my hands. Upon seeing me open my eyes, his exclamations of gratitude and joy excited alternate laughter and tears from the rough-looking personages who were present. The mystery of our being in existence was now soon explained. We had been run down by the whaling-ship, which was close hauled, beating up to Nantucket with every sail she could venture to set, and consequently running almost at right angles to our own course. Several men were on the look-out forward, but did not perceive our boat until it was an impossibility to avoid coming in contact—their shouts of warning upon seeing us were what so terribly alarmed me. The huge ship, I was told, rode immediately over us with as much ease as our own little vessel would have passed over a feather, and without the least perceptible impediment to her progress. Not a scream arose from the deck of the victim—there was a slight grating sound to be heard mingling with the roar of wind and water, as the frail bark which was swallowed up rubbed for a moment along the keel of her destroyer—but this was all. Thinking our boat (which it will be remembered was dismasted) some mere shell cut adrift as useless, the captain (Captain E. T. V. Block of New London) was for proceeding on his course without troubling himself further about the matter. Luckily, there were two of the look-out who swore positively to having seen some person at our helm, and represented the possibility of yet saving him. A discussion ensued, when Block grew angry, and, after a while, said that “it was no business of his to be  eternally watching for egg-shells; that the ship should not put about for any such nonsense; and if there was a man run down, it was nobody’s fault but his own—he might drown and be d—d,” or some language to that effect. Henderson, the first mate, now took the matter up, being justly indignant, as well as the whole ship’s crew, at a speech evincing so base a degree of heartless atrocity. He spoke plainly, seeing himself upheld by the men, told the captain he considered him a fit subject for the gallows, and that he would disobey his orders if he were hanged for it the moment he set his foot on shore. He strode aft, jostling Block (who turned very pale and made no answer) on one side, and seizing the helm, gave the word, in a firm voice, Hard-a-lee! The men flew to their posts, and the ship went cleverly about. All this had occupied nearly five minutes, and it was supposed to be hardly within the bounds of possibility that any individual could be saved—allowing any to have been on board the boat. Yet, as the reader has seen, both Augustus and myself were rescued; and our deliverance seemed to have been brought about by two of those almost inconceivable pieces of good fortune which are attributed by the wise and pious to the special interference of Providence.13

While the ship was yet in stays, the mate lowered the jollyboat and jumped into her with the very two men, I believe, who spoke up as having seen me at the helm. They had just left the lee of the vessel (the moon still shining brightly) when she made a long and heavy roll to windward, and Henderson, at the same moment, starting up in his seat, bawled out to his crew to back water. He would say nothing else—repeating his cry impatiently, back water! back water! The men put back as speedily as possible; but by this time the ship had gone round, and gotten fully under headway, although all hands on board were making great exertions to take in sail. In despite of the danger of the attempt, the mate clung to the main-chains as soon as they came within his reach. Another huge lurch now  brought the starboard side of the vessel out of water nearly as far as her keel, when the cause of his anxiety was rendered obvious enough. The body of a man was seen to be affixed in the most singular manner to the smooth and shining bottom (the Penguin was coppered and copper-fastened), and beating violently against it with every movement of the hull. After several ineffectual efforts, made during the lurches of the ship, and at the imminent risk of swamping the boat, I was finally disengaged from my perilous situation and taken on board—for the body proved to be my own. It appeared that one of the timber-bolts having started and broken a passage through the copper, it had arrested my progress as I passed under the ship, and fastened me in so extraordinary a manner to her bottom. The head of the bolt had made its way through the collar of the green baize jacket I had on, and through the back part of my neck, forcing itself out between two sinews and just below the right ear. I was immediately put to bed—although life seemed to be totally extinct. There was no surgeon on board. The captain, however, treated me with every attention—to make amends, I presume, in the eyes of his crew, for his atrocious behaviour in the previous portion of the adventure.

In the meantime, Henderson had again put off from the ship, although the wind was now blowing almost a hurricane. He had not been gone many minutes when he fell in with some fragments of our boat, and shortly afterward one of the men with him asserted that he could distinguish a cry for help at intervals amid the roaring of the tempest. This induced the hardy seamen to persevere in their search for more than half an hour, although repeated signals to return were made them by Captain Block, and although every moment on the water in so frail a boat was fraught to them with the most imminent and deadly peril. Indeed, it is nearly impossible to conceive how the small jolly they were in could have escaped destruction for a single instant. She was built, however, for the whaling service, and was fitted, as I have since had reason to  believe, with air-boxes, in the manner of some life-boats used on the coast of Wales.14

After searching in vain for about the period of time just mentioned, it was determined to get back to the ship. They had scarcely made this resolve when a feeble cry arose from a dark object which floated rapidly by. They pursued and soon overtook it. It proved to be the entire deck of the Ariel’s cuddy. Augustus was struggling near it, apparently in the last agonies. Upon getting hold of him it was found that he was attached by a rope to the floating timber. This rope, it will be remembered, I had myself tied round his waist, and made fast to a ringbolt, for the purpose of keeping him in an upright position, and my so doing, it appeared, had been ultimately the means of preserving his life. The Ariel was slightly put together, and in going down her frame naturally went to pieces; the deck of the cuddy, as might be expected, was lifted, by the force of the water rushing in, entirely from the main timbers, and floated (with other fragments, no doubt) to the surface—Augustus was buoyed up with it, and thus escaped a terrible death.

It was more than an hour after being taken on board the Penguin before he could give any account of himself, or be made to comprehend the nature of the accident which had befallen our boat. At length he became thoroughly aroused, and spoke much of his sensations while in the water. Upon his first attaining any degree of consciousness, he found himself beneath the surface, whirling round and round with inconceivable rapidity, and with a rope wrapped in three or four folds tightly about his neck.15 In an instant afterward he felt himself going rapidly upward, when, his head striking violently against a hard substance, he again relapsed into insensibility. Upon once more reviving he was in fuller possession of his reason—this was still, however, in the greatest degree clouded and confused. He now knew that some accident had occurred, and that he was in the water, although his mouth  was above the surface, and he could breathe with some freedom. Possibly, at this period, the deck was drifting rapidly before the wind, and drawing him after it, as he floated upon his back. Of course, as long as he could have retained this position, it would have been nearly impossible that he should be drowned. Presently a surge threw him directly athwart the deck; and this post he endeavoured to maintain, screaming at intervals for help. Just before he was discovered by Mr. Henderson, he had been obliged to relax his hold through exhaustion, and, falling into the sea, had given himself up for lost. During the whole period of his struggles he had not the faintest recollection of the Ariel, nor of any matters in connexion with the source of his disaster. A vague feeling of terror and despair had taken entire possession of his faculties. When he was finally picked up, every power of his mind had failed him; and, as before said, it was nearly an hour after getting on board the Penguin before he became fully aware of his condition. In regard to myself—I was resuscitated from a state bordering very nearly upon death (and after every other means had been tried in vain for three hours and a half) by vigorous friction with flannels bathed in hot oil—a proceeding suggested by Augustus. The wound in my neck, although of an ugly appearance, proved of little real consequence, and I soon recovered from its effects.

The Penguin got into port about nine o’clock in the morning, after encountering one of the severest gales ever experienced off Nantucket. Both Augustus and myself managed to appear at Mr. Barnard’s in time for breakfast—which, luckily, was somewhat late, owing to the party over night. I suppose all at the table were too much fatigued themselves to notice our jaded appearance—of course, it would not have borne a very rigid scrutiny. Schoolboys, however, can accomplish wonders in the way of deception, and I verily believe not one of our friends in Nantucket had the slightest suspicion that the terrible story told by some sailors in town of their having  run down a vessel at sea and drowned some thirty or forty poor devils,16 had reference either to the Ariel, my companion, or myself. We two have since very frequently talked the matter over—but never without a shudder. In one of our conversations Augustus frankly confessed to me, that in his whole life he had at no time experienced so excruciating a sense of dismay, as when on board our little boat he first discovered the extent of his intoxication, and felt himself sinking beneath its influence.
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