
 
 
 
 
 



Francis Bret Harte


The Lost Galleon and Other Tales

Enriched edition. Frontier Fiction: Tales of Perseverance and Redemption
In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience.

[image: ]

Introduction, Studies and Commentaries by Landon Marwick
Edited and published by Good Press, 2022


goodpress@okpublishing.info



    EAN 4064066065911
  


    Table of Contents

    
    
        Introduction

    

    
    
        Historical Context

    

    
    
        Synopsis (Selection)

    

    
    
        The Lost Galleon and Other Tales

    

    
    
        Analysis

    

    
    
        Reflection

    

    
    
        Memorable Quotes

    

    


Introduction




Table of Contents




    This single-author volume presents Francis Bret Harte’s The Lost Galleon and Other Tales as a cohesive gathering of his verse, offering readers a compact survey of the poet’s range without claiming to be his complete works. Composed in the milieu of nineteenth‑century American letters, the collection spans public occasions, frontier scenes, maritime imaginings, and playful inventions. Its purpose is twofold: to preserve a representative sequence of poems associated with Harte’s emergence as a national voice, and to provide contemporary readers with an accessible entry into his poetic craft. Read together, these pieces trace the contours of a career shaped by California and a nation in transition.

Although known for short fiction, Harte was also a prolific poet, and the contents here are entirely in verse. The book intermixes narrative ballads, lyric meditations, patriotic and commemorative pieces, dramatic monologues, and light satirical sketches. Several poems adopt mock‑heroic or parodic modes; others function as occasional verses written to address civic service or public sentiment. There are maritime narratives alongside topographical vignettes, humorous natural‑history whims, and elegiac reflections on loss and remembrance. The variety of stanza forms and tones—by turns martial, elegiac, whimsical, and reflective—demonstrates the adaptability of nineteenth‑century American poetry to subjects both local and cosmopolitan.

Across its variety, the collection remains unified by Harte’s instinct for story, his clear-eyed sympathy, and a durable sense of irony. Often he stages encounters between legend and lived experience, testing received myths against the pressures of landscape, community, and conscience. California’s shore and mountains, the energy of a growing city, and the wider maritime world provide recurring settings. Equally present are meditations on duty and memory, and playful challenges to fashionable certainties, including those of science and taste. The poems balance sentiment with restraint, aiming for clarity of scene and a final turn of thought rather than elaborate ornament.

A notable strand of the volume engages the American Civil War and its aftermath through verse shaped for public reading and remembrance. Poems of drill and reveille, battlefield aftermath, and veteran review treat martial experience as shared civic history rather than private spectacle. Companion pieces address voluntary relief and national morale, reflecting the era’s networks of aid that supported soldiers and their families. These works illustrate how poetry served as communal speech—marking sacrifice, urging steadiness, and measuring the cost of conflict—while avoiding sensational detail. Together they offer a sober counterpoint to the collection’s humor and romance.

Another thread gathers poems rooted in California and the Pacific, attentive to the mingling of peoples, faiths, and ambitions that characterized the post–Gold Rush West. Urban perspectives stand alongside coastal and mountain views, producing a composite portrait of a place still inventing itself. Harte’s interest in the Spanish‑mission past, maritime hazard and rumor, and the everyday theater of streets and shore contributes to a regional literature that looks outward as often as inward. The sea, in particular, links local experience to distant routes and legends, letting the volume move fluidly between domestic scenes and horizons abroad.

The book also traverses Old World legend and classical anecdote, recasting familiar motifs with American wit. Ancient cities, Rhineland lore, and shipboard fables appear not as antiquarian display but as material for brisk narrative and tonal surprise. Elsewhere Harte teases the language of geology and natural history, turning scholarly diction into comic verse that nonetheless respects observation. Such pieces do not mock knowledge; they expose credulity and fashion while delighting in cadence and rhyme. The result is a cosmopolitan register that complements the frontier notes, revealing a writer alert to how stories migrate and meanings shift across cultures.

Taken together, these poems show why Harte’s voice endured beyond any single setting or story. He pairs economy of scene with a knack for the telling detail, favors clear plots without melodrama, and tempers satire with humane regard. The collection’s blend of regional portraiture, public address, and fantastical invention makes it a durable document of nineteenth‑century American taste and experiment. It rewards close reading for its craft and offers an inviting gateway to the author’s broader work in prose and verse. Above all, it preserves the pleasure of narrative poetry that travels lightly between humor, pathos, and reflection.
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    Francis Bret Harte (1836-1902) emerged from the maelstrom of the California Gold Rush to become an architect of American local-color writing. Born in Albany, New York, he reached San Francisco in 1854, learned the newspaper trade at the Golden Era and the Californian, and by 1868 edited the Overland Monthly, the West's most influential literary magazine. His verse and tales forged a stylistic union of humor, pathos, and frontier observation that undergirds pieces here ranging from North Beach and The Willows to Hero of Sugar Pine and Tale of a Pony. The urbanizing Bay Area, the Sierra camps, and coastal missions supplied a shared stage on which romance and reportage could meet.

California's Hispanic and Pacific inheritances frame several poems' imaginative horizons. The long Manila-Acapulco galleon trade (1565-1815), the Spanish missions founded by Fray Junipero Serra between San Diego (1769) and San Francisco (1776), and the subsequent Mexican and American eras bequeathed ruins, legends, and place-names that Harte mined with ironic tenderness. The Lost Galleon looks toward the transoceanic commerce that once threaded the Golden Gate, while Padre Junipero's Miracle draws on mission folklore circulating in Monterey and San Gabriel. North Beach evokes the bustling waterfront where clipper ships and Pacific steamers landed miners and mail, binding California's Spanish past to the cosmopolitan present of the 1860s.

Although far from Gettysburg and Malvern Hill, California's Civil War experience saturates Harte's wartime verse. The state's Unionist mobilization—shaped by the oratory and fundraising of the Unitarian minister Thomas Starr King (1824-1864)—channeled support through the United States Sanitary Commission (1861-1866) and its fairs in San Francisco and Sacramento. Poems such as How are You, Sanitary? and A Sanitary Message echo that civic philanthropy, while John Burns of Gettysburg and The Rabbit of Malvern Hills memorialize Eastern battles of 1863 and 1862. Relieving Guard—March 4th, 1864 situates mid-war transitions within a national calendar of anxiety and endurance, registering California's moral investment in the Union cause.

After Appomattox, the culture of commemoration became a shared American language, and Harte wrote within its first grammar. The Grand Army of the Republic, founded at Decatur, Illinois, in 1866 by Dr. Benjamin F. Stephenson, organized parades, encampments, and Memorial Day rites (nationally proclaimed by General Order No. 11 on May 5, 1868). The Reveille, Second Review of the Grand Army, Of One who Fell in Battle, and The Aged Stranger reflect rituals of mourning and reunion that bridged veterans from Maine to the Pacific Slope. In an era of Reconstruction politics (1865-1877), such poems negotiated memory, citizenship, and belonging across a nation still suturing its wounds.

Harte's satire also tracked the decade's scientific ferment. After the publication of Charles Darwin's On the Origin of Species (1859) and the prestige of Charles Lyell's geology, the California State Geological Survey (begun 1860 under Josiah Dwight Whitney) publicized dramatic claims and curiosities. The notorious Calaveras Skull announced in 1866 from gold-bearing gravels spurred debates about human antiquity that inform The Pliocene Skull and A Geological Madrigal. A taste for exotic fauna—exhibited at San Francisco's Woodward's Gardens (opened 1866)—and the era's acclimatization schemes echo through The Emeu. Such pieces mirror a California where assay offices, museums, and mining camps met on the same newspaper page.

The collection's outward gaze reflects a transoceanic republic of letters. An Arctic Vision participates in the 1850s-1860s fascination with polar exploration and, after the Alaska Purchase of 1867, with a newly American northwest. Legends of the Rhine, The Goddess, and The Lost Tails of Miletus draw upon classical and Germanic lore circulating in Boston and New York magazines; Harte contributed to the Atlantic Monthly (founded 1857) and cultivated ties with William Dean Howells. His later diplomatic posts—U.S. consul at Krefeld, Germany (1878), and Glasgow, Scotland (1880)—reveal the durability of these European orientations, even as their seeds appeared in the playful cosmopolitanism of these poems.

The economic circuits animating Gold Rush California lingered into the 1860s and inform Harte's maritime and forest imagery. The Two Ships rides the era's clipper and Pacific mail routes that funneled bullion and letters through the Port of San Francisco; North Beach locates the city's sailor quarter where boardinghouses, warehouses, and pressrooms jostled. Hero of Sugar Pine and Tale of a Pony spring from the Sierra Nevada's timber and mining economies that radiated from Calaveras and the Comstock Lode (1859) into the Central Valley. The transcontinental telegraph (completed 1861) and, soon after, the railroad (1869) compressed distances, widening the readership of California stories.

The Lost Galleon and Other Tales appeared in the late 1860s, Harte's first widely noticed volume of verse, distilling poems issued in San Francisco papers and Eastern magazines. During the war years he drew a salary at the U.S. Branch Mint in San Francisco while refining a voice that could shuttle between satire, elegy, and romance. His editorship of the Overland Monthly from 1868 amplified that voice nationally, as steamers, rail, and telegraph moved his work from San Francisco to Boston. Across this collection, maritime lore, mission legend, battlefield memory, scientific buzz, and urban waterfront life form a single cultural weather system that defined Harte's career from California to Europe.
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    The Lost Galleon
A narrative ballad about a Spanish treasure ship that mysteriously vanishes, weaving lore, faith, and speculation around its fate off the California coast.
John Burns of Gettysburg
A tribute to the elderly civilian who joined Union troops at Gettysburg, emphasizing plain courage and modest heroism.
Tale of a Pony
A humorous frontier vignette centered on a much-traded pony, revealing the quirks, pride, and bargaining spirit of camp life.
Padre Junipero's Miracle
A mission-era ballad recounting a miracle attributed to Junípero Serra that safeguards or aids his flock, blending piety with California local color.
The Long, Long Night
A reflective poem on endurance through an extended vigil or separation, conveying weariness tempered by hope.
The Reveille
Evokes the bugle’s call that summons men from everyday pursuits to the Union cause, capturing urgency and resolve.
Our Privilege
Addresses the home front’s moral duty to support soldiers and the wounded, framing charity as civic responsibility.
Second Review of the Grand Army
A visionary scene in which the fallen of the Civil War pass in ghostly review, honoring sacrifice and memory.
On a Pen of Thomas Starr King
An encomium to the minister and orator whose words helped keep California loyal, celebrating moral influence wielded through the pen.
The Rabbit of Malvern Hills
A battlefield vignette set around Malvern Hill that contrasts the innocence of a small, living creature with the larger violence of war.
Of One who Fell in Battle
An elegy for a soldier slain in action, focusing on personal loss and the quiet cost of war.
The Goddess
A satirical personification of a classical goddess—Fortune, Fame, or Liberty—used to probe modern vanity, politics, and fickle favor.
How are You, Sanitary?
A lively fundraising piece capturing the slang, bustle, and popular enthusiasm surrounding Sanitary Commission fairs.
Relieving Guard—March 4th, 1864
Marks a change of command and renewal of duty during the war, meditating on continuity of service at a pivotal moment.
A Sanitary Message
A direct appeal linking public generosity to tangible relief at the front, presenting the Sanitary Commission’s mission in practical terms.
The Pliocene Skull
A comic satire on scientific hubris sparked by a supposed ancient skull in California strata, lampooning overconfident theories.
An Arctic Vision
A dreamlike transformation of a familiar scene into polar desolation, using icy imagery to critique contemporary excess or moral chill.
The Aged Stranger
An ironic sketch of a venerable wanderer whose sweeping claims about the war comment on mythmaking, memory, and American credulity.
Hero of Sugar Pine
A frontier ballad celebrating unexpected bravery in a Sierra camp, blending local color with straightforward heroism.
Legends of the Rhine
Playful pastiches of Germanic romance and river lore, recast with Harte’s wit to deflate grandiose legend-making.
The Two Ships
A compact sea parable contrasting the divergent fates of two vessels, underscoring chance, misreading, and destiny.
The Lost Tails of Miletus
A mock-classical fable about a civic craze involving “tails,” satirizing pedantry, fashion, and the absurdities of public policy.
A Geological Madrigal
Light verse that strings geologic terms into a love-song conceit, poking fun at scientific jargon and learned courtship.
The Emeu
A comic piece about the ungainly, exotic bird and the complications it brings, playing with rhythm, rhyme, and absurdity.
The Willows
A quiet nature poem set among riverside willows, attentive to mood, light, and the understated character of California landscapes.
North Beach
An atmospheric portrait of San Francisco’s waterfront quarter—its fog, cosmopolitan bustle, and maritime life—rendered in quick, vivid strokes.
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In sixteen hundred and forty-one,

The regular yearly galleon,

Laden with odorous gums and spice,

India cottons and India rice,

And the richest silks of far Cathay,

Was due at Acapulco Bay.


Due she was and over-due,

Galleon, merchandise and crew,

Creeping along through rain and shine,

Through the tropics, under the Line.
 ​The trains were waiting outside the walls,

The wives of sailors thronged the town,

The traders sat by their empty stalls,

And the viceroy himself came down.

The bells in the tower were all a-trip,
Te deums were on each Father's lip,

The limes were ripening in the sun

For the sick of the coming galleon.


All in vain. Weeks passed away,

And yet no galleon saw the bay.

India goods advanced in price,

The Governor missed his favorite spice,

The Señoritas mourned for sandal,

And the famous cottons of Coromandel.

And some for an absent lover lost,

And one for a husband—Donna Julia,

Wife of the Captain, tempest-tossed,

In circumstances so peculiar—

Even the Fathers, unawares,

Grumbled a little at their prayers,

And all along the coast that year,
 ​Votive candles were scarce and dear.


Never a tear bedims the eye

That time and patience will not dry;

Never a lip is curved with pain

That can't be kissed into smiles again.

And these same truths, as far as I know,

Obtained on the coast of Mexico

More than two hundred years ago,

In sixteen hundred and fifty-one—

Ten years after the deed
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