




*This spirituous liquor derives its name from a considerable town in Peru, where it is manufactured in large quantities. It is well known along the whole western coast of South America, whence some of it has been exported to Australia. It is very cheap.

*A corruption of the French word savoir, much in use among sailors of all nations, and hence made familiar to many of the natives of Polynesia.

*For a few years past, more than one hundred and fifty sail have annually touched at Tahiti. They are principally whalemen, whose cruising-grounds lie in the vicinity. The harbor dues—going to the queen—are so high, that they have often been protested against. Jim, I believe, gets five silver dollars for every ship brought in.

*The Newtonian theory concerning the tides does not hold good at Tahiti; where, throughout the year, the waters uniformly commence ebbing at noon and midnight, and flow about sunset and daybreak. Hence the term Tooerar-Po is used alike to express high-water and midnight.

*I do not wish to be understood as applauding the flogging system practiced in men-of-war. As long, however, as navies are needed, there is no substitute for it. War being the greatest of evils, all its accessories necessarily partake of the same character; and this is about all that can be said in defense of flogging.3

*Concerning the singular ignorance of the natives respecting their own country, it may be here observed, that a considerable inland lake—Whaiherea by name—is known to exist, although their accounts of it strangely vary. Some told me it had no bottom, no outlet, and no inlet; others, that it fed all the streams on the island. A sailor of my acquaintance said, that he once visited this marvelous lake, as one of an exploring party from an English sloop-of-war. It was found to be a great curiosity: very small, deep, and green; a choice well of water bottled up among the mountains, and abounding with delicious fish.

*Meaning the showy image of the Virgin in the little Catholic chapel.

† The word “arva,” as here employed, means brandy. Poofai was one of the highest chiefs on the island, and a jolly companion.

‡This word, evidently a corruption of “missionary,” is used under various significations by the natives. Sometimes, it is applied to a communicant of the Church. But, above, it has its original meaning.

*A word generally used by foreigners to designate the natives of Polynesia.

‡At this period, many of the population were upon the verge of starvation.

*The coloring matter is inserted by means of a shark’s tooth attached to the end of a short stick, which is struck upon the other end with a small mallet of wood.

† Pomaree, some time previous, had received a present of a chariot from Queen Victoria. It was afterward sent to Oahu (Sandwich Islands), and there sold to pay her debts.

*Pope. (Epistle to a lady.)

*With abhorrence and disgust the custom is alluded to by a late benevolent visitor at the island. See page 763 of the “Memoirs of the Life and Gospel Labors of the late Daniel Wheeler.”1 A work hereafter to be more particularly alluded to.

*Polynesia: or an Historical Account of the Principal Islands of the South Sea: By the Right Rev. M. Russell, LL.D. (Harpers’ Family Library Edition), p. 96.

*A New Voyage round the World in the years 1823–24–25–26: By Otto Von Kotzebue, Post Captain in the Russian Imperial Service (London, 1830; 2 vols. 8vo.), vol. i., p. 168.

†The author of a Voyage round the World, in the years 1800–1804 (3 vols. 8vo., London, 1805).

‡ Narrative of a Voyage to the Pacific and Bherring’s Straits, under the command of Captain F. W. Beechey, R.N. (London, 1831), vol. i., p. 287.

§ Memoirs of the Life and Gospel Labors of the late Daniel Wheeler, a minister of the Society of Friends (London, 1842, 8vo.), p. 757.

*A Missionary Voyage to the South Pacific Ocean, Appendix, pp. 336, 342.

†See Vancouver’s Voyages, 4to. edition, vol. i., p. 172.

*He was so called from the place of his birth, being a runaway Maryland slave.

‡ Beechey’s Narrative, p. 269.

*“I was convinced,” he adds, “that from the vast swarms that everywhere appeared, this estimate was not at all too great.”

†For an allusion to this census, see one of the chapters on Tahiti, in the volumes of the U. S. Exploring Expedition.Ruschenberger, 4 an intelligent surgeon in the United States Navy, takes the following instance from the records kept on the islands. The district of Kohala, in Hawaii, at one time numbered 8679 souls: four years after, the population was 6175: decrease, in that time, 2504. No extraordinary cause is assigned for this depopulation. Vide A Voyage round the World, in the years 1835–36–37. By W. S. Ruschenberger, M.D. (Philadelphia, 1838, 8vo.) The chapter on the Sandwich Islands.

*Perhaps the finest sweet potato in the world. It derives its name from a district of Peru, near Cape Blanco, very favorable to its growth; where, also, it is extensively cultivated: the root is very large; sometimes as big as a good-sized melon.

*Perhaps the most remarkable volcanoes in the world. For very interesting accounts of three adventurous expeditions to their summits (seventeen thousand feet above the level of the sea), see Lord Byron’s Voyage of H.B.M. Ship Blonde; Ellis’s Journal of a Visit to the Sandwich Islands; and Wilkes’s Narrative of the U.S. Exploring Expedition.

*This anomaly exists, notwithstanding that, in other respects, the missionaries have endeavored to organize the native courts upon the English model.

*The men were shipped “by the lay;” in other words, they received no wages; but, by the articles, were entitled to a certain portion of the profits of the voyage.

*The above is the popular idea on the subject. But of late, a theory directly the reverse has been started. Instead of regarding the phenomena last described as indicating any thing like an active, creative power now in operation, it is maintained, that, together with the entire group, they are merely the remains of a continent, long ago worn away, and broken up by the action of the sea.

*So called from the place he hailed from; a well known sea-port on the coast of Massachusetts.

*This is a term much in vogue among sailors in the Pacific. It is applied to certain roving characters, who, without attaching themselves permanently to any vessel, ship now and then for a short cruise in a whaler; but upon the condition only of being honorably discharged the very next time the anchor takes hold of the bottom; no matter where. They are, mostly, a reckless, rollicking set, wedded to the Pacific, and never dreaming of ever doubling Cape Horn again on a homeward-bound passage. Hence, their reputation is a bad one.

*Some of the most “promising” convicts in New South Wales are hired out to the citizens as servants; thus being, in some degree, permitted to go at large, government, however, still claiming them as wards. They are provided with tickets, which they are obliged to show to any one who pleases to suspect their being abroad without warrant. Hence the above appellation. This was the doctor’s explanation of the term.

*The most northerly point of the island; and so called from Cook’s observatory being placed there during his first visit.
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Introduction

I. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
The events of Herman Melville’s life between July and October 1842 would seem overwrought even in a racy historical novel. At the age of twenty-two, Melville packed that four-month period with desertion from a whaleship, captivity among “savages,” escape, mutiny, incarceration, a second escape, and flight from island to island. These events formed the basis of his first two books, Typee (1846) and Omoo (1847). To appreciate fully the development of Melville’s art as a novelist, it is important to understand the personal experiences he reimagined and blended with other material to create his early works.
What appears in his first two books to be a whimsical account of personal experience is enriched by deft fictionalization, seamless incorporation of factual information from nonfiction sources, and the author’s increasingly confident observations on the social and metaphysical implications of the events he recounts. Melville continued to refine this formula in his later works, achieving an extraordinarily complex narrative voice that operates on many levels, at once profound and entertaining.
The following historical record has been documented. Twenty-one-year-old Herman Melville sailed on the January 3, 1841, maiden voyage of the whaleship Acushnet out of Fairhaven, Massachusetts. The vessel was commanded by Valentine Pease Jr. Eighteen months later, on July 9, 1842, Melville deserted the Acushnet at the island of Nuku Hiva in the Marquesas. In that same month, the French took control of Nuku Hiva and within the year of all the islands that now compose French Polynesia. The exact details of Melville’s month on Nuku Hiva are uncertain. All that is documented is his signing aboard the Australian whaleship Lucy Ann at Nuku Hiva on August 9, 1842.
Melville’s first book, Typee, is based on his time on Nuku Hiva. Tommo, the novel’s narrator, deserts the whaleship Dolly with a shipmate, Toby, and eventually the two make their way to the island’s Typee valley. Toby embarks in search of medicine for an injury sustained by Tommo and never returns. Tommo is held in kind but irrevocable captivity. After four months, he makes a dramatic escape, narrowly evading recapture by throwing a boat-hook at the throat of his terrifying pursuer, the one-eyed Mow-Mow.
What and how much of this story is based on fact is still debated. Typee encompasses a much longer period than Melville actually spent on the island. He did desert the Acushnet in company with Richard Tobias Greene and three other men on July 9, 1842, and joined the Lucy Ann on August 9, 1842. The Acushnet apprehended the other three absconding whalemen through the ruse of raising anchor and departing Taioha’e Bay, only to slip back three days later; Melville and Greene remained at large. Here a break appears in the historical record.
There are several bays on the south coast of Nuku Hiva. Each bay has deep valleys stretching inland from its shores, and each valley was the home of a distinct group. Eastward of Taioha’e Bay, where the Acushnet anchored, lies Comptroller’s Bay, home of the Ha’apa’a and Taipi tribes, living in valleys separated by high, precipitous, volcanic walls. In October 1813—almost thirty years before Melville’s visit—the American naval captain David Porter arrived at Nuku Hiva with a squadron of ships. He claimed the Marquesas as a possession of the fledgling United States and required the native peoples to reprovision his ships. The Ha’apa’a resisted, but after a fight in which five Ha’apa’a were killed, the tribe agreed to provide food. The Taipi, however, continued to thwart Porter’s demands. Porter therefore fought the Taipi, and they were the only indigenous people to best him in battle. Porter retaliated by leading a force overland and into the valley, burning ten villages, destroying breadfruit trees, and killing and wounding “great numbers” of the Taipi (Porter, II, 103). As Greg Dening writes in Islands and Beaches: Discourse on a Silent Land: Marquesas 1774–1880 (1980), “By being Porter’s enemy the Taipi became a savage, treacherous, sullen group of warriors whose ferocity was a compliment to those who defeated them” (28). In his Journal of a Cruise Made to the Pacific Ocean (1815, 1822), later used as a source by Melville, Porter portrays the Taipi as the most ferocious and cannibalistic of the Marquesan tribes, thereby minimizing the embarrassment of being defeated by “savages” and justifying his subsequent retaliation.
Following their desertion in Typee, Tommo and Toby make their way to the Typee valley (Melville follows Porter’s spelling). There, Tommo’s discovery that this reportedly most ferocious tribe is filled with a gentle and kind people leads him to question the assumptions of civilization and savagery, Christianity and paganism, outsider and islander. Typee raises questions, troubling in the nineteenth century and today. At the same time, the plot is driven by Tommo’s growing fear of being devoured by his hosts. Melville draws on the fearsome reputation of the Taipi established by Porter and the universal deep-seated horror of cannibalism to provide the rationale for the violent acts Tommo employs in his escape.
There is no known documentation to verify how much of Typee is fictional and how much is autobiographical. In contrast, Omoo is heavily documented. Melville’s second novel parallels the actual events following his departure from Nuku Hiva as a newly signed hand aboard the Australian whaleship Lucy Ann. The following account of the voyage and subsequent mutiny aboard the Lucy Ann is based on information found in France’s archives of the Ministère de la France d’Outre-mer, Australia’s Sydney Morning Herald, and especially the extensive official records of the revolt kept by the acting British consul at Tahiti, Charles B. Wilson, now in the collection of the Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales, Sydney, Australia.
The Lucy Ann left Sydney on February 14, 1842, under the command of Captain Henry Ventom and an insufficient number of officers. Each of her four whaleboats required a six-man crew, including two officers: the mate (or “boatheader”) and the harpooneer (or “boatsteerer”). The ship, therefore, optimally would have carried four mates and four harpooneers; instead, she left port with only two mates and four illiterate harpooneers in her thirty-one man crew.
After five months of largely unsuccessful cruising for whales, Captain Ventom lost ascendancy over his crew. At the island of Santa Christina (Tahuata) in the southern Marquesas, the Lucy Ann stopped to take on water, wood, and pigs. Nine men deserted, including the second mate, the carpenter, and two of the harpooneers.
Three deserters were captured with the help of the French commandant, who held two of them in manacles aboard the French transport La Bucéphale. The crew rebelled at the treatment of their shipmates, and another eight were seized and imprisoned aboard the La Bucéphale. Finally, his provisioning completed, Captain Ventom had eight of his men returned from the La Bucéphale, hoisted anchor, and headed for open sea. He left two men he considered troublemakers, George Lefevre and John Peter, imprisoned aboard the French vessel, an act that outraged the returned crew.
The Lucy Ann stopped at the nearby island of La Dominica (Hiva Oa) long enough to hire a harpooneer, John Garritson, on August 2, 1842. She then headed for Nuku Hiva in order to recruit men to replace the deserters. Instead, three additional men deserted when the ship arrived on August 7, but all were caught and returned the next day. That same day, August 8, Captain Ventom signed on a new carpenter and two foremast hands.
The next day, Herman Melville signed the ship’s articles and joined a crew torn by dissent. The refractory members of the crew, especially those in the fo’c’s’le (forecastle), outnumbered those who remained loyal. After returning to La Dominica, Captain Ventom signed four more foremast hands before, optimistically and unrealistically, continuing the whaling cruise.
Captain Ventom soon became ill with an extremely painful abscess in his perineum. Alarmed, First Mate James German headed for Tahiti, where the now desperately ill captain was rowed ashore and treated. The Lucy Ann was kept at sea, sailing back and forth off Papeete, Tahiti. The captain sent out the acting British consul, Charles B. Wilson, to inform the men that they were to proceed on a whaling cruise under the command of German.
Before the consul left the ship, four men refused duty and six others, including Melville, tried to obtain medical leave. The next few days were a time of confusion. Two junior mates and two Polynesian seamen were signed on. One of the illiterate boatsteerers, New Zealand Maori Bembo Byrne, was promoted to acting third mate. One night, German left Byrne in charge of the deck with directions to set the jib and foresail. Byrne ordered seaman James Watts to assist with setting the sails. When Watts replied, “Ask my arse,” Byrne struck him. Watts’s fellow watch standers left the deck, swearing they would no longer serve aboard the Lucy Ann.
When German mustered the crew early the next morning, ten men still refused duty. German then brought the vessel into Papeete harbor, disobeying his captain’s orders and enraging Acting Consul Wilson. Wilson had the ten revolters, including the newly signed harpooneer Garritson, arrested and held aboard the French frigate La Reine Blanche. There the new prisoners joined the still-manacled Lefevre and Peter, who had been brought to Tahiti from Santa Christina. Two days later, the French commander, Rear Admiral Abel Aubert Dupetit-Thouars, ordered the revolters delivered to the British consulate. After once more refusing duty, they were confined in a Tahitian calaboose (or jail).
A few days later, the men were again marched to the British consulate, where they yet again refused duty. At the consulate, Melville joined the revolters. He had circumspectly awaited the results of the uprising before taking sides. All eleven men continued to refuse duty at a final interview with Acting Consul Wilson several days later. Captain Ventom, cutting deeply into his profits, offered sufficiently liberal advances to recruit enough men from shore to fill out his crew. When the Lucy Ann left Tahiti ten days later, Captain Ventom sailed with a full complement of officers, shipping three mates and five harpooners. Wilson was left to figure out what to do with the recalcitrant seamen languishing in the calaboose.
The mutiny aboard the Julia portrayed in Omoo closely follows that which occurred on the Lucy Ann. The protagonist, now calling himself Typee, escapes from Nuku Hiva and joins an Australian whaleship, only to become embroiled in mutiny. Even the first mate in Omoo is named Jermin, a homophone of German. But there are important differences between the Melville tale and his experience. In Omoo, the desertion of the seamen at Santa Christina follows the rescue of the protagonist at Nuku Hiva, when in reality the desertion occurred before Melville joined the crew. Two men die at sea aboard the Julia during the voyage to Tahiti; there were no deaths aboard the Lucy Ann. Seeing the increasing weakness of the Julia’s captain, Omoo’s Jermin tries to enlist the narrator, Typee, and his comrade, Doctor Long Ghost, in a plan to voyage to an unknown whaling ground. In reality, German had headed the Lucy Ann toward Tahiti even before receiving orders to do so, because he had seen how ill Captain Ventom was. The acting third mate in Omoo, Bembo, a New Zealand Maori (or “Mowree”), does indeed fight a shipmate—in the case of Omoo, a runaway ticket-of-leave Australian convict, Sydney Ben, rather than the real-life James Watts—but his subsequent attempt to wreck the Julia on a reef is completely fictional. Unlike the protagonist of Omoo, Melville was not incarcerated aboard the French frigate La Reine Blanche; he did not join the revolters until after they had been put ashore and confined in the Tahitian calaboose. Nonetheless, despite these minor differences, the actual events on board the Lucy Ann clearly influenced those aboard Omoo’s fictional Julia.
Melville’s writing in Omoo, then
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