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SAILING ALONE AROUND THE WORLD
Joshua Slocum was born in Nova Scotia in 1844. After three years of schooling, he was put to work in the family bootmaking shop. At fourteen he escaped from his father’s tyrannical rule, first to the local fishing fleet, and then to the British merchant marine as an ordinary seaman. In the mid-1860s he was promoted to mate and became a United States citizen. In 1871, by then a shipmaster, he married Virginia Walker, a brave and resourceful Australian woman who was to accompany him on voyages throughout the world, bearing his four children and relishing the hardships and adventure of life at sea. After Virginia died in 1884, Slocum’s career began a sharp descent. His last command was wrecked on the coast of Brazil in 1887. Financially ruined, he and his young cousin Hettie Elliott, whom he had married a few months before, together with two of his sons, returned to the United States in a boat that they fashioned from materials salvaged from the wreck. Unable to find an officer’s berth, Slocum accepted a friend’s offer of the rotting hull of a hundred-year-old oyster sloop, the Spray. After rebuilding the boat and testing her in New England waters, in 1895 he set out upon a single-handed circumnavigation of the globe, the first such voyage ever attempted. Surviving loneliness, storm, and piratical attacks, he returned home in 1898 and wrote his extraordinary narrative, Sailing Alone around the World. Although his voyage and his book made Slocum something of a celebrity, he soon went back to his old ways, making repeated trading trips alone in the Spray along the American coast and to the Caribbean. In 1909 the sea-worn sloop and her aging master headed south from Martha’s Vineyard, never to be seen again.
Thomas Philbrick is Professor Emeritus of English at the University of Pittsburgh and a lifelong small boat sailor. He is the author of James Fenimore Cooper and the Development of American Sea Fiction and a study of St. John de Crèvecoeur. He has edited five of Cooper’s novels and travel books for the Cooper Edition, as well as Dana’s Two Years Before the Mast for Penguin Classics.
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INTRODUCTION
“The greatest sailor since our world began”; that is the praise that Herman Melville, quoting Tennyson, accorded Lord Nelson in Billy Budd. Had he lived a decade longer, Melville might have had second thoughts, for by then Joshua Slocum had accomplished a voyage unmatched in maritime history for skill, courage, and determination. In April 1895 he set out alone from Boston in a thirty-six-foot sloop to travel around the world, sailed across the Atlantic to Gibraltar, changed his mind about the direction of his circumnavigation and recrossed the Atlantic to Brazil, fought his way through the Strait of Magellan, sailed west across the Pacific and Indian Oceans, rounded the Cape of Good Hope, and, crossing the Atlantic for a third time, reached Newport, Rhode Island, in June 1898. And, to crown the achievement, Slocum wrote an account of his exploit that might well be called, if not the greatest, the most engaging of all voyage narratives.
Both the voyage and the book were the work of a failed and impoverished shipmaster in late middle age. Deprived of his occupation by the disastrous outcome of his last voyage and the approaching extinction of the sailing ship as a vehicle of commerce, Slocum accepted a friend’s offer of an antique sloop named the Spray, beached and derelict like himself, as the only means left to him of salvaging his life. As he slowly rebuilt the Spray, timber by timber and plank by plank, he envisioned earning a modest and conventional living by her in the coastal fishery. Once launched, however, the sloop came to be the repository of a preposterous idea.
To be sure, Slocum tried fishing in the Spray, but less as a serious enterprise than as a trial run, a means of ascertaining her capabilities and limitations. Remarkably, the sloop showed that she could steer herself—if the wind were aft or abeam, she could hold a steady course with the helm lashed and unattended. The discovery of that extraordinary trait was, beyond any doubt, the germ of Slocum’s scheme of sailing alone around the world, for without the self-steering ability of the Spray, no solitary sailor would have the endurance to make the passages of thousands of miles of open ocean that the voyage entailed.
Thus, like the aged Quixote and his Rocinante, Slocum and his Spray set forth on a mad attempt to participate in a world that was past, for him not the golden age of chivalry but the golden age of sail. He would join the company of the great circumnavigators—Magellan, Drake, and Cook—and outdo them all by circling the globe without crew or consorts. And he would do it not in the pursuit of any economic, political, or scientific purpose; he would do it, so he said, for “the love of adventure.” Or, perhaps, he also said, he would do it because he had “nothing else to do.”
I
No life could have offered better preparation for the demands of a single-handed voyage around the world than Slocum’s. The descendant of a Tory refugee from revolutionary Massachusetts, he was born on 20 February 1844 in Annapolis County, Nova Scotia, the eldest son among the ten children who survived childhood. When the boy was eight, his father gave up the attempt to scratch a living from the hill farm that he had inherited and moved the family to his wife’s native village of Westport on Brier Island. With the Bay of Fundy on one side and Saint Mary’s Bay on the other, Brier Island afforded the young Joshua a thoroughly maritime environment, a remote region of fog and forty-foot tides.
But to him the sea at first beckoned in vain. His father, a muscular deacon of the Methodist church, took the boy out of school at the age of ten and put him to work in the boot-making shop that now supported the family. Sick to death of ten-hour days spent pegging the soles of cowhide fisherman’s boots and of his father’s joyless rule, Slocum escaped to a schooner, fishing in the local waters, when he was fourteen. Lasting liberation only came in 1860, after his gentle mother died and little remained to hold him to his home. In that year, at the age of sixteen, he and a young friend shipped before the mast in a clumsy lumber carrier bound for Dublin.
After working a passage to England, Slocum joined the British ship Tanjore as an ordinary seaman on a voyage to China and the East Indies. There, ill and weakened by overwork and brutal treatment, he was left at the fever hospital in Batavia, notorious as a graveyard of seamen. By good luck, the captain of a steamship rescued him, brought him back to health, and employed him on trading trips around the Far East. Before long, Slocum was again in England and embarked on another voyage to the Dutch East Indies. Throughout these first two years at sea, Slocum, unlike most of his shipmates, had stayed sober, saved his money, and applied himself to the study of navigation. His reward came on this voyage when, at the age of eighteen, he was promoted to second mate.
Filled out to 180 pounds and hardened by experience, he worked his way up to chief mate on British vessels in the coal and grain trade between the British Isles and San Francisco, narrowly surviving a fall from the upper topsail yard in the mid-Atlantic. In 1865, he decided to make San Francisco his home port and applied for United States citizenship. After a few years of boat building, salmon fishing, and sea-otter hunting on the Northwest coast, in 1869 he was given command of a schooner plying between San Francisco and Seattle. In 1870, he was made master of the bark Washington, bound for Sydney, Australia, with a general cargo, and then for Cook Inlet, Alaska, to fish for salmon. All in all, it was a highly respectable start to a career in the late days of merchant sail, when the regular routes and the valuable freights were being monopolized by steamships.
In Sydney and now marriageable, Slocum met the love of his life, the twenty-year-old Virginia Walker, the American-born daughter of an immigrant stationer. Immediately after their wedding in January 1871, Virginia moved aboard the Washington and left her home forever. Golden-eyed and boasting a Leni-Lenape ancestor, she was a dead shot with either rifle or pistol. For the remainder of her life she followed Slocum in his wanderings from ship to ship, bearing and educating his children, enduring storm and mutiny.
Although the Washington was wrecked on the Alaskan coast, Slocum was given command of two other vessels, in which he and his growing family traveled on trading voyages throughout the Pacific and China Sea. After a stint of ship-building under primitive and dangerous conditions on the shores of Subic Bay in the Philippines, he had enough capital to become an owner, first of the little schooner Pato and then of the fifty-six-year-old ship Amethyst, picking up whatever business he could find in the ports of the Far East. By then there were three children, the two boys, Victor and Benjamin Aymar, and their young sister, Jessie. In 1881, soon after Virginia had given birth to a third son (named Garfield after the incoming president), Slocum sold the Amethyst in Hong Kong and purchased partial ownership and command of the splendid ship Northern Light, only ten years old and five times the size of his largest previous vessel.
The three years during which Slocum was master of the Northern Light on long voyages throughout the world marked the high point of his professional career. But the position was not without its trials. In Liverpool, after a quarrel with a delinquent rigger, he was summoned before a magistrate, who dismissed the case even though the rigger showed up bandaged and attended by a doctor and a nurse. His hard-case crew mutinied on Long Island Sound, one of them fatally stabbing the first mate before the captain and his wife could subdue them at gunpoint. After the murderer was put ashore in irons, Slocum persuaded the rest of the crew to return to duty, but the Northern Light was anything but a happy ship.
Having fended off a knife attack by a young Russian crewman at Yokohama, Slocum ran into still more trouble off the Cape of Good Hope, where a tremendous storm ruined much of his cargo and nearly wrecked his ship. While the Northern Light was under repair at Port Elizabeth, he took on a new third mate who turned out to be an ex-convict and who, siding with the disaffected element of the crew, was reported to have threatened the lives of the captain and his family. Slocum put him in irons and close confinement for the remainder of the voyage to New York, but once there, he was found guilty of false and cruel imprisonment on the testimony of the ex-mate and fined $500. Although the underwriters paid the fine, this last sour note confirmed Slocum’s decision to sell his shares in the Northern Light and try his hand at some other venture.
Still clinging to sail in the age of steamships, Slocum purchased a beautiful little bark called the Aquidneck, in March 1884. After repairing and fitting her out, he loaded her with flour, installed his family, and sailed for Brazil. From there he set out for Buenos Aires, seeking a cargo for Sydney, so that Virginia might see her family again. But it was too late for that. During the passage from Pernambuco, Virginia fell ill, and when the Aquidneck reached the River Plate, she died, worn out at the age of thirty-four by the rough-and-tumble of thirteen years at sea and the bearing of four children who lived and three who did not.
Shattered by a loss from which, his sons later said, he never recovered, Slocum made his way to Boston, where he deposited the three younger children with his sisters, and once more went to sea. A year later, while visiting his children, he met a first cousin newly arrived from Nova Scotia, twenty-four-year-old Hettie Elliott. Though nearly twice her age, Slocum, lonely and looking for someone to mother his youngest child, courted his cousin and married her in early 1886, nineteen months after Virginia’s death.
Six days after the wedding, Hettie, with five-year-old Garfield in tow, boarded the Aquidneck in New York on a voyage to Montevideo with a cargo of kerosene. It was very much a family affair, for Victor, Slocum’s eldest son, served as first mate. But if ever there was a wedding journey from hell, this was it. Immediately upon leaving New York harbor, the Aquidneck ran into a gale that opened up her seams and required the crew to pump for their lives, not reaching Montevideo until 5 May 1886 after a passage of more than two months. But worse was to come.
After discharging his cargo, Slocum decided to take up coastal trading in South America. With a cargo of baled hay he had loaded in Argentina, he sailed for Rio de Janeiro only to find that the Brazilian authorities had closed their ports to vessels coming from Argentina. Threatened with the destruction of the Aquidneck by Captain Custodio de Mello, commander of an armored cruiser, Slocum was forced to return to Argentina and await the reopening of the Brazilian ports.
By the time that occurred, some three months later, Slocum had lost his crew and was forced to recruit a new one from the local brothels and prisons. One night, after the hay had at last been delivered to Rio and while the bark was at anchor in a Brazilian harbor, the sleepless Hettie heard a noise on deck and awoke her husband. On reaching the deck, carbine in hand, Slocum was attacked with knives by four of the sailors. With the lives of his wife and children at stake, Slocum fired, killing one of the attackers and wounding another. Although he succeeded in restoring order on board the Aquidneck, he was arrested and tried for murder. A Brazilian court acquitted him on his plea of self-defense, but during the delay caused by his detention, his crew had gone ashore, where, it soon turned out, they contracted smallpox. The Aquidneck, now a plague ship, was forced to return to port. By the time the dead and dying were removed and the vessel disinfected and readied for sea, Slocum had run up costs of $1,000.
Undaunted by these trials, Slocum undertook a trade in Brazilian hardwood, but again disaster struck. In late December 1887, the fully loaded and uninsured Aquidneck stranded on a sandbar in Paranaguá Bay and, battered by a strong swell, was reduced to a wreck in three days’ time. Slocum sold what was left of his bark, paid off the crew, and saw them on their way home in a ship bound for Montevideo. He and his family would return to their own home by different means.
With his characteristic resourcefulness and his no less characteristic appetite for adventure, Slocum determined to build a vessel that would carry him, Hettie, Victor, and Garfield to the United States. The basis of the new craft would be the framework of a boat that had been in the process of construction on the deck of the Aquidneck as a tender. With planking supplied by local sawyers and fastenings and hardware manufactured from melted copper and brass, Slocum and Victor pieced together a double-ended boat thirty-five feet long and seven and a half feet wide. They fitted her with three masts, each of which carried a single sail modeled on those carried by Chinese junks; Hettie, who had been trained as a seamstress, made the sails. The boat, or “canoe” as Slocum called her, was christened the Liberdade, having been launched on the day that Brazil emancipated her slaves.
In this unlikely craft, the Slocums made the 5,500-mile passage north along the coast of Brazil, across the Equator, and through the Caribbean to the coast of the United States, reaching Washington, D.C., on 27 December 1888. Financially ruined though he was, Slocum enjoyed his first taste of celebrity, both in Washington (where he was photographed by Mathew Brady) and in New York. The New York World reported that Hettie “spoke with some reluctance” of her experience and said that she would go on to her relatives in Boston by rail; “I have had enough sailing to last me for a long time,” she said.
For her husband, however, sailing was his livelihood and his life. Although Victor quickly was hired as a mate and headed back to Brazil, and despite a diligent and surely humiliating canvassing of his old friends and associates, Slocum could not find a berth. In desperation he took to his pen, writing an account of the voyage of the Liberdade, which he published at his own expense in 1890. The little book, Voyage of the Liberdade, sold very poorly, but it attracted the attention of Joseph Benson Gilder, who reviewed it favorably in his magazine, The Critic. Although Gilder’s notice did nothing to further Slocum’s immediate fortunes, it provided him with an invaluable future contact.
In the meantime, Slocum, living with his sister Naomi in East Boston, picked up odd jobs along the waterfront as a rigger and carpenter. Then, in late 1891 or early 1892, something interesting turned up. The retired whaling master Ebenezer Pierce, recognizing Slocum’s desperation, gave him the rotting hull of the Spray to rebuild and use as he wished. Pierce kindly invited Slocum to stay with him at his house in Fairhaven while the work went on. In March 1892, the sloop and her new master began an association that was to end only with their common loss fourteen and a half years later.
II
If Slocum’s varied and extensive experience at sea can be seen in retrospect as a long preparation for the voyage on which, at the age of fifty-one, he would embark in the Spray, a correspondingly deep background lay behind the book that would tell its story. Although his formal education was limited to no more than three years of village schooling, he was a wide-ranging reader. According to Victor Slocum, his father’s library on board the Northern Light “looked very much like the study of a literary worker or college professor,” containing more than 500 volumes, among them works by Lamb, Addison, Irving, Macaulay, Gibbon, Hume, Bancroft, Prescott, and Tennyson. The library of the Spray included Boswell’s Johnson, Twain’s Life on the Mississippi, Shakespeare’s plays, several works by Robert Louis Stevenson, and, inevitably, Cervantes’s Don Quixote. To the list of Slocum’s reading must be added Defoe, Swift, Longfellow, Dana, Coleridge (parts of whose “Rime of the Ancient Mariner” he could recite by heart), Thomas Moore, Darwin, Huxley, Spencer, the Arabian Nights, the humorist Bill Nye, Kipling, Charles Kingsley, Edward Lear, and Dickens. Eclectic though his reading was, it was no matter of passive routine. As the play of quotation and allusion in his writings demonstrates, what he read lived on in his mind.
Like his reading, Slocum’s interest in writing was longstanding. As early as the 1860s he was keeping a journal of his experiences on the Northwest coast. Victor Slocum reported that his father had for many years contributed articles to the newspapers of the various ports he visited in the course of his far-ranging nautical career. Thus, his first sustained literary experiment, Voyage of the Liberdade in 1890, was not entirely unprecedented.
Slocum himself was not satisfied with that little book. He thought that the tone of the first part, with its grim recital of the fate of the Aquidneck, was not consistent with the exhilaration of the account of the passage home in the Liberdade. But, for an amateur writer, working, it would seem, without benefit of an editor, the book is an extraordinary performance. Although Voyage of the Liberdade sometimes suffers from a style that strains to be literary, it is, with its sustained narrative energy and its ability to re-create the whole range of experience from the terrifying to the trivial, a worthy predecessor of Sailing Alone.
Voyage of the Liberdade was not the only forerunner of Slocum’s masterwork. In Sailing Alone around the World, he gives the impression that the interval between the launching of the rebuilt Spray in the spring of 1893 and his departure on his voyage around the world in the spring of 1895 was taken up only by a stint of work as a shipfitter in New Bedford and a season of fishing in the sloop. In fact, one of the most bizarre episodes of his nautical career occurred during that time, an experience that though it did nothing to turn him from his growing resolve to gamble his fortunes and his life on the outcome of his long voyage, nonetheless furnished him the content for a second sea narrative.
Late in 1893, a few months after the rebuilt Spray was launched, Slocum was offered the position of “navigator in command” of the experimental gunboat Destroyer, which was to be taken from New York to Bahia for delivery to the government of Brazil, then engaged in a struggle to put down a rebellion headed by Slocum’s old adversary, Custodio de Mello. If the prospects of revenge and good pay were not enough to prompt him to take up the offer, there was the added inducement of a chance to pursue his claim against the Brazilian government of $50,000 in damages for its refusal of entry to the Aquidneck, on which, with dubious logic, he blamed her subsequent loss.
The Destroyer was an armored, steam-powered vessel designed by John Ericsson, creator of the famous Monitor. Lethal though the Destroyer might be, with her huge underwater cannon she was hardly a seagoing vessel and was to be towed to Brazil by a tug. Slocum took command of his thirteen-man crew and set out under tow from New York on 7 December 1893. Once at sea and in heavy weather, the name of the vessel took on an unforeseen significance when her seams opened up, threatening to sink her and her crew like a stone. After weeks of frantic pumping, makeshift repairs, and near-fatal battles among the sailors, the Destroyer reached her destination on 13 February 1894 and was turned over to the Brazilian Navy, which promptly disabled and sank her. Having completed what he called “the hardest voyage that I ever made, without any exception at all,” Slocum was sent home without pay when the Brazilians revoked his contract.
Making the best of a bad bargain, Slocum once more took to his pen and wrote an account of the whole fiasco, characteristically turning what most would treat as a horror story into a farce. The slim volume, Voyage of the Destroyer from New York to Brazil, again written without editorial assistance, is very much a tonal experiment, charged with comic irony, mock-heroics, and the deadpan restraint of the tall tale, unmistakable evidence that Slocum was writing in the era of Mark Twain. Five hundred copies of Voyage of the Destroyer were printed in Boston at his own expense, attracting favorable notice in the local papers. Apparently as a consequence of this small success, the publisher Roberts Brothers of Boston put out a new edition of Slocum’s first book, Voyage of the Liberdade, in September 1894. The author offered to take on 500 copies to peddle while he cruised the New England coast in the Spray.
These literary experiments pointed out a new path to Slocum. Surely among the motives that led him to undertake his voyage around the world was the possibility that he could make it a paying proposition by writing about it. Eugene Hardy, general manager of Roberts Brothers, aided him in a project to fund the voyage by selling a series of travel letters to a syndicate of American newspapers. Three such letters, covering his journey as far as Brazil, were published, but only by the Boston Globe, the other members of the syndicate having declined his offerings. The slow pace of Slocum’s voyage—above all the horrendous false start by which after sailing eastward across the Atlantic on his way to the Cape of Good Hope, he turned around and set out westward for Cape Horn—must have looked like aimless dithering, hardly the stuff of lively journalism in the heroic age of Nelly Bly and Richard Harding Davis.
Nonetheless, the local newspapers at his various stopping points found him newsworthy, reporting his comings and goings, interviewing him, and generating the kind of publicity that enabled him to carry on his trade of book peddling. He had 50 copies of the Roberts edition of Voyage of the Liberdade with him and, he wrote Eugene Hardy from Rio de Janeiro, he was taking orders for more.
But Slocum was a long way from supporting himself as a writer. To finance the voyage, he was forced to depend on the expedients of which he speaks in Sailing Alone: he traded in salvaged tallow, accepted the generosity of admiring strangers, exhibited the Spray to cash-paying visitors, and loaded his hold with exotic shells to retail at home. In Tasmania, he hit upon the best expedient of all. He would give public lectures at his various ports of call, just as Mark Twain had done the year before in his globe-circling tour. As he later told his publishers, he had “to do something for expenses of the voyage. Other captains might draw bottomary [sic] bonds but I lectured the Spray around the world.”
And so, willy-nilly, Slocum was gathering the raw materials for a continuous narrative of his voyage. The travel letters that were published in the Boston Globe were to surface again, much reshaped and revised, in the early chapters of Sailing Alone (even to the ghostly pilot of Columbus’s Pinta, who appears at the helm of the Spray after her master had dined on white cheese and plums). Similarly, the lecturing that began in Tasmania furnished Slocum with preliminary treatments of the subsequent phases of the voyage. He was also acquiring the means of illustrating his narrative with the hundreds of photographic plates that he accumulated as he journeyed from port to port and put to immediate use in the slide show that accompanied his lectures.
By the time Slocum reached the Cocos Islands in the Indian Ocean, he was ready to propose a new book. At the very end of a long and chatty letter dated 20 August 1897 to Joseph B. Gilder—author of the favorable review of Voyage of the Liberdade and brother of Richard Watson Gilder, who edited the Century Illustrated Monthly Magazine in New York—he popped the crucial question: “Do you think our people will care for a story of the voyage around?” Curiously, five days before Slocum wrote his letter, Clarence Clough Buel, assistant editor of the Century Magazine, sent a memorandum to R. W. Gilder describing Slocum as “the author of a breezy little book, called ‘The Voyage of the Liberdade.’ . . . He might be able to make a lively story of his tens of thousands of miles in a forty-foot sloop. I have met the man.”
When the Spray slipped into Newport harbor at one o’clock in the morning of 27 June 1898, completing her voyage of more than 46,000 miles and 38 months, R. W. Gilder was ready to act. He sent Slocum a telegram at Newport asking if he would be interested in writing an account of the voyage to be serialized in the Century Magazine. Slocum wired an indication of his interest on the morning of 30 June and that afternoon he sent a confirming letter to Gilder on stationery with a letterhead of a picture of the Spray and the slogan “Round the World.” Written in pure Slocumese, with phrasing that would be echoed in the final paragraphs of Sailing Alone, it is surely one of the most unusual author-to-publisher documents in existence:
I have a fund of matter tobesure; but have not myself, had experience in writing magazine articles. I have very decided literary tastes and could enter into such parts as I am able to do with a great deal of energy—
I have made a voyage such as, even, the emperor of Germany could not do and first building his own ship.
It has been, to me, like reading a book and more interesting as I turned the pages over I know what it all means and I know what men have said about it.—When my countrymen come to know about it and have time to think it over they will not be shamed of the Spray.
It would be out of place to make ado of it especially at this time; The story will keep. No one short of bone and muscle and pine knots will lower the reccord . . . I intend, of course, to publish the whole story—in book form—if I can’t do better . . . 
I know that the whole story will be hard to beat—My ship, essentially mine, is as tight today as the best ship afloat; her pump is dry enough for matchwood; not wormed not worn, my ship is as good or better than she was the day I launched her and I myself, I am ten years younger than I was the day I fell the first tree for the construction of my bark.
I do not hold her cheapely nor frivolous what I have to say—I know the Century Magazine and the tastes of its readers of whom the ‘skipper’ of the Spray has been one while rolling along over the oceans . . . 
On 1 July he wrote to Gilder again from Newport to say that he could supply illustrations from his store of photos that included some 300 lantern slides.
Restless now that the long tension of the voyage was over, he took the Spray back to Fairhaven, yearned to do something useful in the war against Spain that had just broken out, briefly practiced his trade of lecturing in New Bedford, and went with Hettie to New York, where he attempted to drum up support for his scheme to found a coeducational training ship. When that proposal failed to generate any interest, he and Hettie returned to East Boston for the winter.
It is to the credit of Gilder and Buel that, put off neither by the eccentricities of Slocum’s epistolary style nor by his cagey maneuvering, they continued the negotiation. Although the terms of their offer for rights to the magazine articles are not known, they were generous enough to persuade Slocum at last that he could do no better. In East Boston he began work on the manuscript of the first installment, writing Buel on 13 January 1899 that he would soon have something to submit. In the spring he took the Spray back to New York. Living on board at the dockside in South Brooklyn, he continued writing, now with the enthusiastic encouragement of Mabel Wagnalls, daughter of the publisher Adam Wagnalls, who had wished him well in 1895 as he began the voyage and who had hurried to Newport to greet him upon his return. Mabel Wagnalls even went so far as to write a fulsome preface to Slocum’s narrative, later conveniently lost in the Century Company’s offices. Slocum delivered his completed manuscript in the late spring and set sail for Martha’s Vineyard by way of Fairhaven. At Oak Bluffs and then at Fairhaven, where he went to escape the distractions of the Vineyard in August, he made substantial revisions in the manuscript at the request of the Century editors, answered their queries, approved the illustrations that the magazine had commissioned, and read proof; he was “delighted,” he wrote on 23 July 1899, “with every touch of the editors [sic] pen.” He was still more appreciative in his letter to Buel of 4 August: “I am glad that my poor MS fell into good hands; In the Century it will appear far different to the ten fathoms of autograph which I first submitted to Mr Buel—how patient Century Editors have been!”
By October, Slocum was back once more in East Boston, still reading proof of the final installments but now enjoying the publication of the early ones in the Century, the first having appeared in September in an issue largely devoted to maritime subjects. At last, on 1 December, he returned the corrected proof of the sixth and supposedly final installment, but there was still work to be done. A writer for the New York Times, beginning in the issue of 7 November, made the repeated charge that no vessel could steer herself as Slocum claimed the Spray did. Although Slocum defended himself in a letter to the paper on 11 November, he did not let the matter rest there but added a supplement to his narrative, published in the March issue of the Century Magazine and entitled “Lines and Sail-Plan of the ‘Spray’”—a technical description of the vessel and a reaffirmation of her self-steering ability.
After giving the text one more comprehensive revision, Slocum could relish the appearance of his narrative in less ephemeral form when the Century Company published it as a book on 24 March 1900, bound in navy blue cloth and embellished with an anchor and sea horses. In a letter of 30 March to Buel, Slocum praised the design of the book, expressing his pleasure with the photograph of the Spray that served as frontispiece and with his own portrait toward the end. But certain imperfections in his style troubled him—so much so that he asked Buel to arrange for changes in the stereotype plates of two pages of the text so as to incorporate his revisions in subsequent printings of the book. In the 1901 printing of Sailing Alone those changes were indeed made, evidence of both Slocum’s literary conscientiousness and the excellent working relation of author and publisher. (See the Note on the Text and Illustrations for more on these changes.)
III
For the first time in a long while, Slocum now had money in the bank; the Century Company paid him $2,250 in royalties over the first five years after publication, double the amount originally agreed upon. And he had become something of a celebrity, what his son Victor called “a literary sea-lion.” Serialization in the Century Magazine alone had given him a certain prominence, for he appeared on its pages in the company of such writers as Theodore Roosevelt, John Burroughs, Mark Twain, and Rudyard Kipling. The publication of the narrative in book form with sales of some 7,000 copies in the first year brought still more attention, not only in a string of highly favorable reviews that led to a British edition in the summer of 1900, but in invitations to the Players Club and Aldine Club in New York, where he hobnobbed with the likes of Joseph Jefferson and Mark Twain.
The lecture business also picked up remarkably. For a time, Slocum, along with Mark Twain and William Dean Howells, was in the stable of the Lyceum Bureau of New York. With his unwonted affluence, he was now, he wrote Buel, lecturing with new teeth, even appearing on the podium of the Tremont Temple in Boston in full evening dress. Still wider horizons beckoned. Although the Paris Exhibition of 1900 turned down his proposal to exhibit the Spray in favor of a replica of a Viking vessel, he and Garfield managed to tow the sloop through the Erie Canal to Buffalo in order to exhibit her and sell some books at the Pan-American Exhibition there in 1901.
Before long, however, the excitement quieted down. For $305 Slocum bought an ancient cottage and a little farm at West Tisbury on Martha’s Vineyard in March 1902, intending to end his days in the pastoral setting that old voyagers were meant to favor. But the appeal of agricultural life paled quickly. During the winter of 1902-1903, he took the Spray to Washington, D.C., and North Carolina and then spent the summer cruising the southern Massachusetts coast, as usual picking up a few dollars by exhibiting the boat and peddling books wherever he put in. By 1904, he had given up farming entirely and was living aboard the sloop, while Hettie took in paying guests at the cottage when she was not living in Boston. Gradually Slocum’s cruises lengthened in time and distance, taking him along the coast of Maine and down to the West Indies.
On his way back from the Caribbean in 1906, with a cargo of conch shells to sell back home and a half dozen orchid plants that he was commissioned to deliver to President Theodore Roosevelt, Slocum got in serious trouble. Stopping at the Riverton Yacht Club in New Jersey, where he had been invited to lecture, he and the Spray were visited by a twelve-year-old girl whom, so her father claimed shortly thereafter, Slocum attacked. Jailed for forty-two days on a charge of rape, Slocum maintained that he had no recollection of the incident. When a medical examination revealed no physical evidence of rape, the charge was reduced to indecent assault, to which on 6 June Slocum pleaded no contest. Despite newspapers accounts of the matter not only in New Jersey but in Boston, the next day Slocum resumed his journey northward, delivered the last surviving orchid to President Roosevelt at Oyster Bay, took young Archibald Roosevelt off on a week’s cruise in the Spray, and at last returned to Martha’s Vineyard as if nothing had happened.
And perhaps nothing had. There is no question that Slocum delighted in the company of young girls, as a reading of Sailing Alone makes clear, but the evidence suggests that he habitually treated them with courtly playfulness. One anecdote of this period of his life is characteristic. A young girl who visited the Spray at Oak Bluffs on Martha’s Vineyard presented the captain with a bunch of nasturtiums as an introductory gift. Slocum thanked her, said the flowers “would be his greens for the day,” and, much to her astonishment, proceeded to eat the bouquet. It is conceivable that Slocum’s claim that he was unable to recall what had happened at the Riverton Yacht Club and his subsequent refusal to defend himself were less matters of self-protection than a gallant if quixotic effort not to contradict his accuser or reveal her misunderstanding of his own undoubtedly eccentric behavior. (Other visitors to the Spray reported that his trousers were not always buttoned.)
By now Slocum was in his sixties, and he and his sloop, his visitors thought, were showing their age. He kept up his contact with the Roosevelts and went south again during the next two winters, lecturing in such places as Miami and Nassau, but Hettie must have felt that the inevitable had happened when, in May 1908, she read in a newspaper that her husband was reported lost at sea. He was not dead yet, however, for on 2 June the Spray entered New York harbor carrying a two-ton piece of coral for the collections of the American Museum of Natural History. After visiting Hettie on the Vineyard, Slocum again put the Spray in motion, still “hustling for a dollar,” as he put it in a letter to Victor dated 4 September 1909. He stopped at Bristol, Rhode Island, to refit and then returned to Martha’s Vineyard for supplies. He sailed from Vineyard Haven on
IV
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