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ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON (1850–94) was born into a famous Edinburgh engineering family. His middle name was originally Lewis, but Robert changed the spelling, while keeping the pronunciation. His father wanted him to become an engineer, but Robert's constant ill health pushed him towards an indoor job. After studying law, he was called to the Scottish Bar in 1875; but he made little effort as a lawyer, since he was already trying to make his mark in the world of literature. He published a number of essays and articles and accounts of travels: he travelled widely all his life, in search of a climate which suited him. Success eluded him, however, until 1883 when Treasure Island was published.

Where all the greatest writers for children are concerned, it is probably true to say that the child-in-them never died. Nothing illustrates this better in the case of Robert Louis Stevenson than A Child's Garden of Verses. Published when he was thirty-five years old, every poem without exception captures the freshness, innocence and beauty of a child's vision of the world. It is clear that the ‘child’ in the title refers as much to the author as to any of the thousands of children who have enjoyed reading the poems over the years.

Stevenson was vivacious with a strong voice and gestures, but he was abnormally thin. He was in fact more or less an invalid from the 1880s onward and probably suffered from tuberculosis. In the late 1880s he left California for a holiday with his family in the Polynesian islands of the Pacific, fell in love with the islands, settled on Samoa and never left. The natives called him Tusitala, which means ‘teller of tales’. He is buried high on a Samoan hill and his grave bears the following moving epitaph:

Here he lies where he longed to be;
Home is the sailor, home from the sea,
 And the hunter home from the hill.
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HOW THE VERSES WERE WRITTEN

‘These are rhymes, jingles; I don't go in for eternity and the three unities,’ Robert Louis Stevenson wrote to his friend Sydney Colvin of these verses. ‘I would just as soon call 'em “Rimes for Children” as anything else. I am not proud nor particular.’

And he told his devoted old nurse, Alison Cunningham – ‘Cummy’ as he called her – that the little book was all about his childhood and should, therefore, be dedicated to no other person ‘but you who did so much to make that childhood happy… and as the only person who will really understand it.’… ‘Of course,’ he went on, ‘this is only a flourish, like taking off one's hat, but still a person who has taken the trouble to write things, does not dedicate them to anyone without meaning it; and you must try to take this dedication in place of a great many things I might have said and ought to have done.’

Cummy had stayed with him throughout his childhood, which he described as being ‘in reality a very mixed experience, full of fever, nightmare, insomnia, painful days, and interminable nights; and I can speak with less authority of gardens than of that other land of counterpane’.

Always delicate, he was subject as a child to attacks of croup – that dreaded haunter of Victorian homes – and other bronchial troubles; but he was fortunate in his nurse, who watched over him through the interminable nights, diverting him and indulging herself – for she had a great love of and feeling for words – by repeating in her rich Lowland accent, hymns, the metrical versions of the Psalms and the old tales of the Covenanters. One of young Louis's favourite games was to play at being Minister and holding Service in the Kirk.

The first batch of these verses came to him at Braemar in the intervals of writing The Sea Cook, or Treasure Island, a Story for Boys, as he called it while it was still in its early chapters. The words were running off his pen as fast as his hand could shape the letters. It was a glorious moment of creation and achievement. He was confident of success and had his young stepson, Lloyd Osbourne, beside him, providing an enthusiastic audience.

During the next four years (from 1881 to 1884) the rest of the rhymes were written, some in sadly different circumstances; as when he lay in the half darkness of a sickroom at Hyères with his right arm tied to his side to lessen the risk of further haemorrhage. He was accustomed to illness; and as he lay there, unable to read, hardly able to speak, his mind must surely have wandered back into those vivid memories of far-off days to pass the time, recalling with the peculiar clearness that comes in illness, not only the great occasions but also the little things, the smell of frost, the look of his own small footprints in new snow, the feel of darkness, the brilliance of spring days and the richness of summer.

Was it from a memory of himself sailing boats on the Water of Leith, that he wrote ‘Where Go the Boats?’, playing, as he often must have done, while staying with his grandfather at the Manse at Colinton?

‘Do you remember,’ he asked Cummy, ‘making the whistle at Mount Chessie? I do not think it was my knife; I believe it was yours; but rhyme is a great monarch and goes before honesty, in these affairs at least.’ This little incident is told in ‘My Treasures’ (see page 64).

Those years at the end of the seventies and the beginning of the eighties were rich ones for children with their annual yield of lovely picture-books by Randolph Caldecott, Kate Greenaway, and Walter Crane, cheap to buy but beautifully produced. New ideas were in the air, and it was suggested that Stevenson should provide a volume of stories for Caldecott to illustrate. He was thrilled with the idea, but somehow it came to nothing and, when his Verses were ready to be illustrated, Caldecott's health was already giving way (he died in the February of 1884) and Steven-son suggested either of the other great names, preferably Crane, as artist; but this, too, came to nothing, and the book was published in the spring of 1885 without any pictures.

Much had happened since those joyful days when the first verses were written and Stevenson hardly knew whether to be pleased or otherwise when he first looked on the completed volume; but he had caught the spirit of those childish experiences so truly that he could not be cast down for long and though he wrote to Edmund Gosse: ‘I have now published, on 101 small pages, The Complete Proof of Mr R. L. Stevenson's Incapacity to Write Verses… They look ghastly in the cold light of print!’ yet he had also to admit that there was ‘something nice in the little ragged regiment’ and that ‘they seem to me to smile, to have a kind of childish treble note that sounds in my ears freshly – not song, if you will, but a child's voice.’

ELEANOR GRAHAM


Note: The quotations are all taken from The Letters of Robert Louis Stevenson, edited by Sydney Colvin.


Dedication
 TO ALISON CUNNINGHAM
 FROM HER BOY



For the long nights you lay awake

And watched for my unworthy sake:

For your most comfortable hand

That led me through the uneven land:

For all the story-books you read,

For all the pains you comforted,

For all you pitied, all you bore,

In sad and happy days of yore:–

My second Mother, my first Wife,

The angel of my infant life –

From the sick child, now well and old,

Take, nurse, the little book you hold!



And grant it, Heaven, that all who read

May find as dear a nurse at need,

And every child who lists my rhyme,

In the bright fireside, nursery clime,

May hear it in as kind a voice

As made my childish days rejoice!

R. L. S.
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