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These copperplate illustrations accompanied The Algerine Captive when it was serialized in The Lady’s Magazine: or Entertaining Companion for the  Fair Sex, Appropriated Solely to Their Use and Amusement (London: Robinson and Roberts) in 1804. They appeared in volume 35, facing pages 198, 249, and 348.

ROYALL TYLER
Royall Tyler—American playwright, novelist, poet, and essayist— was born William Clark Tyler on July 18, 1757. His parents, Royall and Mary Steele Tyler, raised their family in the thick of pre-Revolutionary Boston, where the young Tyler attended South Latin School for seven years. After Tyler’s father died in 1771, he took his name and was known thereafter as Royall Tyler. In 1772 he entered Harvard University, where he received his bachelor’s degree in 1776, and then enlisted in the army under Major General John Hancock. Although Tyler rose to the rank of major and participated in an unsuccessful attack at Newport, Rhode Island, on the whole, he saw little military action. He studied law during these years and received a master’s degree from Harvard in 1779; in 1780, he was admitted to the Massachusetts bar.
The law was Tyler’s chosen career. He set up practice in Braintree, Massachusetts, and moved within the town’s top social circles. There he met and fell in love with Abigail Adams (nicknamed Nabby), the seventeen-year-old daughter of future president John Adams. Although the courtship continued for years, in 1786 Nabby married someone else. Spurned, Tyler returned to Boston and was soon swept back into military action during Shays’s Rebellion. He traveled as a negotiator to New York in March 1787, where it is likely that his creativity was stirred by the theater, then prohibited in Boston. One month later, Tyler wrote his own play.
The Contrast debuted at New York’s John Street Theatre on April 16, 1787. The play, depicting Yankee humor and expounding patriotic themes, was favorably reviewed; it became well known as the first professionally produced comedy by an American playwright. For Tyler, writing had been a mere hobby, and he attempted to remain an anonymous author, ascribing authorship of his play to “A Citizen of the United States.” Nonetheless, his reputation as a writer grew, and he quickly followed The Contrast with a musical comedy, May Day in Town; or, New York in an Uproar, later in 1787.
In 1790, Tyler returned to his legal practice and moved to Vermont. In 1793, he published a 108-line poem, “The Origin of Evil,” one of the many pieces of verse, published and unpublished, that Tyler produced during his lifetime. He was elected state’s attorney for Windham County in 1794. That year, Tyler married Mary Palmer, and he also began collaborating with friend Joseph Dennie on a series of amusing sketches and essays that appeared in various newspapers under the pseudonymns Colon and Spondee.
Tyler wrote his first novel during the next few years. The Algerine  Captive; or, the Life and Adventures of Doctor Updike Underhill: Six Years Prisoner Among the Algerines was published anonymously in 1797. Purporting to be a true captivity narrative, Tyler’s topical novel combines native color with foreign adventure; it is also a social commentary on the institution of slavery. Tyler was identified as the author of the well-received work, and it would remain his only finished novel. The Georgia Spec; or, Land in the Moon, a comedy by Tyler which is now lost, was performed in Boston in 1797. Three other plays that may date from this period are attributed to Tyler: The Farm House, The Doctor in Spite of Himself, and The Island of Barrataria. In 1801, Tyler was elected to the Vermont Supreme Court, and he moved his family (which would eventually include eleven children) to Brattleboro. As a circuit court judge, he traveled often, but he found time to contribute many columns and poems to  Port Folio magazine, then edited by Joseph Dennie.
In 1807, Tyler became Chief Justice of the Vermont Supreme Court. His careers merged briefly in 1809 and 1810, when two volumes of his legal reports were issued as Reports of Cases Argued and Determined in the Supreme Court of Judicature of the State of Vermont. Also in 1809, Tyler completed a collection of fictional (and anonymous) letters about traveling titled The Yankey in London.
Tyler’s defeat in an 1812 campaign for the United States Senate was the first of many setbacks suffered over the next few years. In 1813, he lost his position as chief justice, and his eldest son died. His three-year professorship at the University of Vermont ended in 1814. He was appointed register of probate for Windham County in 1815, but his financial situation remained bleak. However, he did not abandon writing. In 1817, Tyler worked on an unfinished essay, “The Touchstone, or a Humble Modest Inquiry into the Nature of Religious Intolerance.” In 1824 and 1825, he completed three sacred dramas, written in blank verse: “Joseph and His Brethren,” “The Judgement of Solomon,” and “The Origin of the Feast of Purim,” which were published posthumously. He also composed a 744-line poem titled “The Chestnut Tree,” which was not published until 1931.
Suffering from cancer of the eyes for many years, Tyler slowly became blind. He attempted to revise The Algerine Captive, renaming it The Bay Boy, but it remained unfinished at the time of his death on August 26, 1826. Dedicated to the rise of a native literature, Royall Tyler used patriotic themes and skillful characterizations in drama, fiction, poetry, and essays to encourage and record early American art and culture.

A NOTE ON THE TEXT
The Algerine Captive was first published in 1797 by David Carlisle. A second edition was published in England by G. and J. Robinson in 1802 in book form, and serialized by them there in Lady’s Magazine in 1804. A second American edition appeared in 1816, published by Peter B. Gleason and Co. in Hartford. A facsimile edition of the English edition was issued in 1967; the first and only modernized text, edited by Don J. Cook, was published in 1970. This Modern Library Paperback Classics edition is set from the first American edition, as the other three published in Tyler’s lifetime have no authority. Though, according to G. Thomas Tanselle in his biography of Tyler, the first English edition contains “nearly 250 alterations of wording—usually for the better—and many hundreds more of punctuation,” it seems unlikely that Tyler was responsible for these changes. The serialized English edition more or less followed the first, with just a few more punctuation changes and the omission of one episode near the beginning of the book. The second American edition was also set from the 1802 edition; Tanselle notes that the further variants found in it, which typically are word or letter omissions, are accidental.
Errors noted and corrected on the errata slip of the 1797 edition have been silently corrected as well in this edition, and the following printer’s errors have also been corrected:
p. 6, line 10: “diary” has been corrected to “dairy.”
p. 7, line 6: “spectator” has been capitalized.
p. 18, line 31: “pessession” has been corrected to “possession.”
p. 33, line 2: “Odessey” has been corrected to “Odyssey.”
p. 37, line 7: “couching” has been capitalized.
p. 60, line 6: The “I” in “Inspects” has been lowercased.
p. 66, line 7: A comma after “facetious” has been replaced with a period.
p. 75, lines 6–7: “a” in “a man” has been capitalized.
p. 79, line 2: “sunday” has been capitalized.
p. 92, lines 12–13: The asterisk was moved from after “an” to after “wine.”
p. 113, line 4: “suspened” has been corrected to “suspended.”
p. 113, line 20: “of ” has been corrected to “off.”
p. 134, line 13: “passsed” has been corrected to “passed.”
p. 134, line 16: “pent” has been corrected to “spent.”
p. 135, line 32: A space has been inserted between “virtuous” and “here.”
p. 149, line 16: “opperate” has been corrected to “operate.”
p. 150, line 10: A comma has been replaced with a period after “believer.”
p. 174, line 16: “poeple” has been corrected to “people.”
p. 186, line 31: “de” has been corrected to “du.”
p. 188, line 4: “Hudibrass” has been corrected to “Hudibras.”
p. 193, line 2: “pronounced; it” has been corrected to “pronounced it;”
p. 197, line 6: “arrival” has been capitalized.
p. 206, line 10: A comma has been moved from after “birth” to after “Mecca.”
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THE ALGERINE CAPTIVE
———By your patience, I will a round unvarnished tale deliver Of my whole course.———1
SHAKESPEARE.

TO HIS EXCELLENCY
DAVID HUMPHREYS, ESQ.1
MINISTER OF THE UNITED STATES AT THE COURT OF LISBON &C.
In Europe, dedications have their price; and the author oftener looks to the plenitude of the pockets, than the brains of his patron.
The American author can hope but little pecuniary emolument from even the sale, and not any from the dedication of his work. To adorn his book with the name of some gentleman, of acknowledged merit, involves his whole interest, in a public address.
With this view, will you, Sir, permit a lover of the Muses, and a biographer of private life, to address to you (a Poet and the Biographer of a Hero)2 a detail of those miseries of slavery, from which your public energies have principally conduced to liberate hundreds of our fellow citizens.
UPDIKE UNDERHILL
JUNE 20, 1797.

PREFACE
One of the first observations, the author of the following sheets made, upon his return to his native country, after an absence of seven years, was the extreme avidity, with which books of mere amusement were purchased and perused by all ranks of his countrymen. When he left New England, books of Biography, Travels, Novels, and modern Romances, were confined to our sea ports; or, if known in the country, were read only in the families of Clergymen, Physicians, and Lawyers: while certain funeral discourses, the last words and dying speeches of Bryan Shaheen, and Levi Ames,1 and some dreary somebody’s Day of Doom,2 formed the most diverting part of the farmer’s library. On his return from captivity, he found a surprising alteration in the public taste. In our inland towns of consequence, social libraries had been instituted, composed of books, designed to amuse rather than to instruct; and country booksellers, fostering the new born taste of the people, had filled the whole land with modern Travels, and Novels almost as incredible. The diffusion of a taste, for any species of writing, through all ranks, in so short a time, would appear impracticable to a European. The peasant of Europe must first be taught to read, before he can acquire a taste in letters. In New England, the work is half completed. In no other country are there so many people, in proportion to its numbers, who can read and write; and therefore, no sooner was a taste for amusing literature diffused than all orders of country life, with one accord, forsook the sober sermons and Practical Pieties of their fathers, for the gay stories and splendid impieties of the Traveller and the Novelist. The worthy farmer no longer fatigued himself with Bunyan’s Pilgrim up the “hill of difficulty” or through the “slough of despond;” but quaffed wine with Brydone 3 in the hermitage of Vesuvius, or sported with Bruce4 on the fairy land of Abysinia: while Dolly, the dairy maid, and Jonathan, the hired man, threw aside the ballad of the cruel step-mother, over which they had so often wept in concert, and now amused themselves into so agreeable a terrour, with the haunted houses and hobgobblins of Mrs. Ratcliffe, 5 that they were both afraid to sleep alone.
While this love of literature, however frivolous, is pleasing to the man of letters, there are two things to be deplored. The first is that, while so many books are vended, they are not of our own manufacture. If our wives and daughters will wear gauze and ribbands, it is a pity, they are not wrought in our own looms. The second misfortune is that Novels, being the picture of the times, the New England reader is insensibly taught to admire the levity, and often the vices of the parent country. While the fancy is enchanted, the heart is corrupted. The farmer’s daughter, while she pities the misfortune of some modern heroine, is exposed to the attacks of vice, from which her ignorance would have formed her surest shield. If the English Novel does not inculcate vice, it at least impresses on the young mind an erroneous idea of the world, in which she is to live. It paints the manners, customs, and habits of a strange country; excites a fondness for false splendour; and renders the homespun habits of her own country disgusting.
There are two things wanted, said a friend to the author: that we write our own books of amusement, and that they exhibit our own manners. Why then do you not write the history of your own life? The first part of it, if not highly interesting, would at least display a portrait of New England manners, hitherto unattempted. Your captivity among the Algerines, with some notices of the manners of that ferocious race, so dreaded by commercial powers, and so little known in our country, would be interesting; and I see no advantage the Novel writer can have over you, unless your readers should be of the sentiment of the young lady, mentioned by Addison in his Spectator,6 who, he informs us, borrowed Plutarch’s lives; and, after reading the first volume, with infinite delight, supposing it to be a Novel, threw aside the others with disgust, because a man of letters had inadvertently told her, the work was founded on FACT.

INTRODUCTION
1
In 1824, two years before his death, Royall Tyler wrote “The Chestnut Tree,” a long poem about Vermont in the late twentieth century. Tyler guessed that even after 175 years, his home state would still have flirts, dandies, lawyers, soldiers, Quakers, drunkards, hunters, paupers, and bachelors. In a serious stanza, he worried that factory labor would blight the health of children. And in a lighthearted stanza, he joked that anyone still reading his books in the 1990s would be wearing clothes just as dated.
His only fans would be antiquarians, he wrote, and their pleasures would be desiccated ones:
The Bookworm’s features scrawl a smile
While gloating on the musty page;
As we admire some ruined pile,
Not for its worth, but for its age.
 
Alas, Tyler turned out to be more or less correct about his twentieth-century readers. They read him because he was one of America’s earliest playwrights and novelists. It is not clear they laughed at his jokes.
Will he fare any better in the twenty-first? By way of an answer, consider “The Origin of Evil: An Elegy,” which Tyler published anonymously in 1793. It begins with a thick Augustan shrubbery of learned quotation, and this hedge has no doubt deterred some readers and misled others. The reader is then invited to “Weep the fall of Eve and  Adam, / From their first state of Innocence,” which would seem a pious enough task. But the subject matter quickly ceases to be appropriate for Sunday school:
Eve, the fairest child of nature,
In naked beauty stood reveal’d,
Exposing every limb and feature,
Save those her jetty locks conceal’d.
 
Light and wanton curl’d her tresses
Where each sprouting lock should grow,
Her bosom, heaving for caresses,
Seem’d blushing berries cast on snow.
 
Adam, got by lusty nature,
Form’d to delight a woman’s eyes,
Stood confest in manly stature,
The first of men in shape and size!
 
As Eve cast her arms so slender,
His brawny chest to fondly stroke;
She seem’d an ivy tendril tender
Sporting round a sturdy oak.
 
. . . As her arm Eve held him hard in,
And toy’d him with her roving hand,
In the middle of Love’s Garden,
She saw the Tree of Knowledge stand.
 
Stately grew the tree forbidden,
Rich curling tendrils grac’d its root;
In its airy pods, half hidden,
Hung the luscious, tempting fruit.

. . . Softly sigh’d the rib-form’d beauty,
“How love does new desires produce?
This pendant fruit o’ercomes my duty,
I pant to suck its balmy juice.”
 
Readers with an appetite for more should consult Marius B. Péladeau’s edition of The Verse of Royall Tyler for the climax, omitted here. Attentive students of the complete text will be reminded, at line 80, that circumcision was not routine in America until the twentieth century.
There is nothing else like “The Origin of Evil” in early American literature. Tyler himself did not write anything so bawdy ever again, and it might be considered a cruel tease to quote the poem in a preface to  The Algerine Captive, a novel that keeps its buttons properly fastened. But although ribaldry may be irrelevant to Tyler’s novel, his capacity for it is not. “The Origin of Evil” gives decisive evidence of his character as a writer: sly, alert to pleasure, and unconstrained by decorum or orthodoxy. He knew how to be juicy, which is why he deserves readers without too much dust on them.
2
Tyler was not altogether comfortable with the wiliness of his own mind, and he struggled all his life to use it in the service of conservative politics. He succeeded, but given the nature of his talent, one might say he succeeded in spite of himself, or in spite of a part of himself, at least.
He was born in Boston in 1757, the youngest of four children, and was christened William Clark Tyler. His father, Royall Tyler (1724–71), was an importer and retailer of English goods, with a reputation as a weather vane in politics. The elder Tyler was aggressive about committing paupers to the workhouse and fiery against the British after the Boston Massacre. It was said that he bragged about his skill at ingratiating himself with working-class voters. “You would sometimes laugh your soul out, if you was to see how I work them poor toads,” he reportedly boasted. His nickname was Pug Sly.
Young Tyler was sent to Boston’s South Latin School in 1765. In May 1771, his father died. The attending physician was accused of malpractice—an episode that may have colored Tyler’s view of the medical profession. Fortunately, Tyler’s father left the family a considerable sum, at least four thousand pounds, perhaps much more. In April 1772, at his mother’s request, William Clark was renamed Royall by an act of the General Court. He enrolled at Harvard in July.
At Harvard and during his legal studies afterward, the young Tyler had money to burn, and he ran a bit wild. (Late in life, when tempted to become a preacher, Tyler would decide not to because “a consciousness of having lived too gay a life in my youth made me tremble lest I should bring in some way disgrace upon the sacred cause!”) While fishing for a piglet from an upper-story window, he and a roommate instead snagged the wig of the college president; they were punished by rustication in Maine. After Tyler graduated in July 1776, he studied law in Cambridge and Boston, where he socialized with the smart set surrounding the painter and poet John Trumbull. Several young men in the circle, including Tyler, were examined by the Harvard faculty for drunk and disorderly conduct in October 1777. The following year, Tyler served in the Revolutionary army as an aide to General John Sullivan, but after Sullivan’s forces were routed by the British in the Battle of Rhode Island, he returned to his legal studies. In June 1779, Katherine Morse, “a sweeper for very many years in the [Harvard] college buildings,” gave birth to a boy she named Royal. According to a note found in the papers of a nineteenth-century historian of Harvard, Royal Morse was Tyler’s bastard.
Despite his evident relish for urban pleasures, in 1780 Tyler moved to the countryside—the first of several abrupt, mysterious decampments that would shape his adult life. He tried to launch his legal career in what is now Portland, Maine. Perhaps it bored him. In 1782 he gave up and returned to Massachusetts, where he rented a room in the Braintree home of Richard and Mary Cranch, who had an attractive seventeen-year-old niece. Now allegedly a serious young man, Tyler began to court her.
The niece in question, Abigail “Nabby” Adams, came with a forbiddingly distinguished pedigree. She was the daughter of John Adams, future president of the United States. By December 23, 1782, Nabby’s mother, Abigail, felt obliged to relay news of her daughter’s new suitor to her husband, then in Paris negotiating the infant nation’s peace with Great Britain. To judge from the tone of her report, mother, like daughter, was charmed:
Loosing his Father young and having a very pretty patrimony left him, possessing a sprightly fancy, a warm imagination and an agreeable person, he was rather negligent in persueing his business in the way of his profession; and dissipated two or 3 years of his Life and too much of his fortune for to reflect upon with pleasure; all of which he now laments but cannot recall. . . . His mamma is in possession of a large Estate and he is a very favorite child. When he proposed comeing to settle here he met with but little encouragement, but he was determined upon the trial. He has succeeded beyond expectation, he has popular talants, and his behaviour has been unexceptionable since his residence in Town; in concequence of which his Business daily increases. He cannot fail making a distinguished figure in his profession if he steadily persues it. I am not acquainted with any young Gentleman whose attainments in literature are equal to his, who judges with greater accuracy or discovers a more delicate and refined taste. . . .
What ought I to say? I feel too powerful a pleader within my own heart and too well recollect the Love I bore to the object of my early affections to forbid him to hope. I feel a regard for him upon an account you will smile at, I fancy I see in him Sentiments, opinions and actions which endeared to me the best of Friends.
John Adams was unmoved by his wife’s evocation of their courtship and nonplussed by what she had to say about Tyler. On January 22, 1783, he rebuked her for having indulged the romance:
I confess I dont like the Subject at all. My Child is too young for such Thoughts, and I dont like your Word “Dissipation” at all. I dont know what it means—it may mean every Thing. There is not Modesty and Diffidence enough in the Traits you Send me. My Child is a Model, as you represent her and as I knew her, and is not to be the Prize, I hope of any, even reformed Rake. . . . A youth who has been giddy enough to spend his Fortune or half his Fortune in Gaieties is not the Youth for me, Let his Person, Family, Connections and Taste for Poetry be what they will. I am not looking out for a Poet, nor a Professor of belle Letters. . . .
This is too serious a subject to equivocate about. I dont like this Method of Courting Mothers. There is something too fantastical and affected in all this Business for me.
A week later, Adams repeated his objection. “I dont like the Trait in his Character, his Gaiety. . . . That Frivolity of Mind, which breaks out into such Errors in Youth, never gets out of the Man but shews itself in some mean Shape or other through Life.”
This was sniffy, but it cut to the heart of the matter. In early national America, it would have been hard to find a more potent symbol of alliance with the establishment than marriage to the daughter of John Adams, the most arbitrary and least democratic of the Founding Fathers. Though kindly in the domestic sphere, in public life Adams was so rigorous about virtue as to verge on authoritarianism. There was no politician of stature to the right of him, except perhaps Hamilton. And Adams was correct about Tyler: A prodigal never leaves behind his waywardness of spirit. From a prudent father’s point of view, the passion of the young man’s wish to join the Adams family was a further argument against him—more evidence of Tyler’s failure to judge the world accurately and control his impulses accordingly.
Nabby was promptly removed from Braintree to Boston, and she and her mother began planning to join Adams in Europe. As the mileage separating Tyler and Nabby grew, John Adams relented somewhat. When mother and daughter embarked for London in the summer of 1784, Tyler was entrusted with management of the family accounts and given the run of Adams’s personal library. In October, Nabby sent her miniature portrait across the Atlantic to Tyler.
To the Adamses’ credit, they were giving Tyler a chance to prove his love by overcoming the traditional challenges of distance and delay. He failed. During the first year that Nabby was abroad, he wrote her only four letters. During the same period, Mary Cranch—his landlady and Nabby’s aunt—wrote unfavorable reports of his behavior at every opportunity. In August 1785, Nabby returned Tyler’s miniature and canceled their engagement. She married Colonel William Stephens Smith, who had been working with her father in London as secretary of legation, in June 1786.
Tyler was so demoralized that he retreated to his mother’s house in Jamaica Plain. In order to impress the Adamses, he had undertaken to buy a handsome estate in Braintree, and after the engagement was broken, he fell behind in his payments and lost it. He also neglected the Adams family account books and had to surrender them, too. Meanwhile, in the autumn of 1786, a western Massachusetts man named Daniel Shays became so angry about the government’s unwillingness to ease the debt burdens of small farmers that he took up arms. Shays planned to attack the federal arsenal at Springfield in January. At loose ends after his failure to marry into what would eventually become America’s greatest political dynasty, Tyler enlisted, in order to help put down the rebellion.
3
Because of his training as a lawyer and his skill as a public speaker, Tyler’s service during Shays’s Rebellion consisted largely of diplomacy. After most of the rebels were seized, he pursued Shays into Vermont. But instead of capturing him, Tyler spent his time there smoothing relations between Vermont and Massachusetts authorities. He had a knack for it, and in March 1787, the governor of Massachusetts sent him on another diplomatic mission, this time to New York City, the nation’s capital.
Tyler had never been to Manhattan. Within three weeks, he had written a play. Within five weeks, he had seen it performed.
It was the sort of achievement that biographers feel they ought to explain away, lest they be suspected as gulls. Nonetheless, The Contrast did debut at the John Street Theatre on April 16, 1787, and it was a hit: It was a commercial success, and it was beloved. Five years later, when Tyler made an unannounced, highly abbreviated visit to his future wife, who was staying with her aunt and uncle in upstate New York, the breach of visiting etiquette was instantly forgiven when Tyler was revealed to be the author of The Contrast. The play was “the only thing Uncle had read except the newspapers,” the young woman later recalled. In 1790, George Washington was listed first among the subscribers to the published play, and even though Tyler’s name was, in accordance with genteel convention, absent from the title page, it was in all the newspapers.
In The Contrast was all the frivolity John Adams had foreseen. There was even a touch of sympathy for “the sturgeons,” to use the name that Jonathan, the play’s malapropistic Yankee backwoodsman, gives to the followers of Shays. The contrast of the play’s title is between Billy Dimple, a simpering, inheritance-squandering Chesterfieldian with designs on three different women, and Colonel Henry Manly, a scrupulous, altruistic, and impoverished veteran of the Revolutionary War. But the wittiest lines go to Manly’s sister Charlotte and her friend Letitia—rivalrous young women who know it’s wrong to choose husbands for their fashion sense, money, and propensity to die young, but don’t see why they shouldn’t try to get away with it anyway.
The humor is durable because it derives from character. You can imagine a different outcome for the play, but the personalities in it would always be at cross-purposes. And the writing is unburdened by moral propaganda. Tyler knew that virtue can be a bore, and that naughtiness can be a way of holding on to options. He had the kind of plain insight that is as comfortable writing children’s verse (“I’ll tell a tale—how Farmer John / A little Roan colt bred sir”) and drinking songs (“The monk, who mopes in cloister’d cell, / May write, and rave, and bellow; / At night, with rosy, romping Nell, / He’s quite another fellow”) as it is writing a drawing-room farce.
A month after The Contrast, a second play by Tyler was performed in New York. It does not survive. Perhaps it was no good, because just as suddenly as it had begun, his New York theatrical career was over. Tyler became depressed and again retreated to his mother’s house.
While wooing Nabby Adams, Tyler had rented a second bedroom for himself in the Beacon Street home of Joseph Pearse Palmer, for occasions when business kept him in Boston overnight. Now he boarded with the Palmers once more, renewing his friendship with the family as a whole and with Joseph’s daughter Mary Hunt Palmer in particular. Eighteen years his junior, she would eventually become his wife, but she could not yet be an anchor for him. In the spring of 1789 she left to stay with her aunt and uncle in upstate New York, and in the summer the Palmers as a family abandoned Boston for Framingham. Left to his own devices, Tyler announced in 1790 that he was moving to Vermont.
Like Portland, Maine, the small town of Guilford, Vermont, was an odd choice for a man who flourished in cities and probably harbored political as well as literary ambitions. One motive may have been a quarrel with his mother about his choice of Mary Palmer as wife. Tyler’s biographer, G. Thomas Tanselle, attributes the move to depression, and it does have the air of deliberate restriction and self-chastening typical of that disease.
Tyler and Palmer were secretly married in May 1794. She remained in Framingham while he continued to live in Vermont. In her memoir, Grandmother Tyler’s Book (New York: G. P. Putnam’s, 1925), Mary recalled that this arrangement was inconvenient and eccentric, but at the time Tyler’s “reputation as an author was high, and his genius covered a multitude of faults.” The secrecy may have had something to do with the dispute between Tyler and his mother. The rupture between the two was permanent. “Although I often in years after urged him to visit her,” Mary remembered, “he would turn away and, looking grave, preserve a profound silence.” In the spring of 1800 Tyler would learn of his mother’s death by reading about it in a Boston newspaper.
In December 1794, Mary and Royall’s secret came out: Mary gave birth to the first of eleven children. But she had to wait another winter to join her husband. It was customary in those days for a new bride to remain in her parents’ home for an interval before “going to housekeeping.” Most waited six weeks; some waited nearly a year. Not until February 1796 was the snow thick enough for Tyler’s two black horses, Crock and Smut, to draw a sleigh carrying Mary, her baby, and her luggage from Framingham to Guilford.
Tyler’s maturity in Vermont was productive but prudent. As he explained in 1800 to a publisher eager for more of his writing but reluctant to pay for it, “From certain disgusts perhaps uncharitably admitted, I . . . renounced the ambition of authorship. . . . If writing for the public is attended with no more profit, I had rather file legal process in my attorney’s office, and endeavor to explain unintelligible law to Green Mountain jurors.” He earned his living as state’s attorney for Windham County until 1801, when the family moved to Brattleboro. For the next twelve years, he was elected to Vermont’s supreme court; he served as chief justice from 1807 to 1813. After he left his position on the supreme court, Tyler maintained a private law practice until 1822, when a skin cancer on the left side of his face forced him to retire. Despite his distinguished career, he died poor.
Though in middle age Tyler insisted that literature was no more than a hobby to him, he continued to write. Starting in 1794 he and Joseph Dennie collaborated on a popular series of satirical essays and poems published in various newspapers under the pseudonyms Colon and Spondee. Tyler’s brother managed the Federal Street Theatre in Boston, and through him, Tyler continued to have plays performed. He published The Algerine Captive in 1797, a faux travelogue about England entitled A Yankey in London in 1809, and two volumes of reports of Vermont Supreme Court cases in 1809 and 1810.
In almost everything he wrote, Tyler showed his talent and willingness to please. A Yankey in London is breezy and amusing. Tyler’s impersonation of a tourist disguises as casual and effortless what was in fact the synthesis of a lifetime of reading about English politics and culture. In his light verse there are sharp knocks and impressive fluency. The love poem “Almoran to Eliza,” probably given to Nabby Adams along with an ice sculpture in the shape of a heart, hinges on an elegant and poignant conceit. But the only work by Tyler that matches The Contrast in ambition is The Algerine Captive, his novel about an American schoolteacher turned doctor, who was captured by pirates and sold into slavery in North Africa.
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The novel’s two volumes—the first set mostly in America, the second in Algiers—differ so markedly in tone that they could be thought of as two distinct books. Volume 1 is a satire and a picaresque. At the start of it, the joke is usually on the hero and narrator Updike Underhill, so earnestly devoted to his Puritan ancestors and the study of the classics that, much like Washington Irving’s Ichabod Crane, he looks ridiculous to women and defense-less to bullies. As a doctor exposed to a spectrum of fraudulent colleagues, Underhill acquires more savvy, and by the time he tours the South, he has become more knowing than those around him. His encumbrance there is not naïveté but “a certain staple of New England which I had with me, called conscience.” After all, as a New England Federalist who believed in the natural alliance of commercial prosperity and social progress, Tyler could not imagine that even the most hapless son of New Hampshire would be shown up by slaveholders.
The prevailing tone of volume 1 is irony, even when Underhill is not the butt of it. But then Underhill loses his innocence by taking a job on a slave ship and is himself enslaved. Irony vanishes, with an abruptness not unlike its subsidence after September 11, 2001. When the novel turns to the slave trade, Algiers, and Islam, it joins Underhill in earnestness, and it never goes back.
The shift in sensibility is not altogether pleasing. Slavery goes from being an instance of Southern fatuousness to a moral catastrophe, and the reader cannot help but notice that Underhill’s alteration of attitude tracks his self-interest rather closely. This is a human weakness, however, and in Underhill’s defense, it should be noted that although the quality of his attention to slavery varies, he never thinks well of it. Furthermore, it might be considered a sign of Tyler’s respect for the facts that he suggests a parallel between slavery in America and slavery in Africa but does not force it. As the reader is allowed to observe, Underhill’s condition as a slave is much milder than that of African slaves in American hands. (Tyler describes the misery of new black slaves so vividly that one suspects he had read Olaudah Equiano’s 1789 narrative of his enslavement and struggle for liberation, or some other firsthand account.) Not only is the treatment that Underhill receives less brutal, but his status as a slave is not immutable. As the mullah accurately reports in volume 2, chapter 7, any Christian slave in Algiers who converted to Islam would be set free. Though Tyler doesn’t cite any, statistics show the disparity between the American and African cases even more starkly: In total, fewer than 700 Americans were captured by the Muslim nations of North Africa between 1785 and 1815. In fact, slavery in Algiers was in decline: The country had 25,000 slaves in 1650; only 3,000 in 1750; and less than 1,000 in 1788. By comparison, the 1790 census counted 694,000 slaves of African descent in the United States, and the slave population would reach nearly 4 million by 1860.
In 1798 a letter to the editor of the Farmer’s Weekly Museum suggested that in his novel Tyler was too quick to blame Southerners for and exonerate New Englanders from complicity in the slave trade. This seems astute, even though the writer to the Farmer’s Weekly Museum wished Tyler had been uniformly forgiving where we would probably prefer him uniformly indignant. Yet although the modern reader may wish that Underhill’s Algerian experience would spark additional American insights, in Africa Tyler’s hero faces a culture and a set of circumstances violently unlike his own, and it is understandable that the details themselves absorb him. Nor is Underhill the only American to find it difficult to relate the events in Algiers to those at home. Until recently, the episode seemed distant from the central concerns of American history, as if it were a poorly integrated subplot in the national narrative. A comprehensive and authoritative history of the Federalist era published in 1993 makes almost no mention of the American hostages in North Africa.
Today, of course, it no longer seems incidental that America was challenged and troubled in its first decades by a group of Islamic nations who routinely violated international law. Then, as now, Americans were startled to discover how little they knew about the people attacking them. Pirates supported by the Barbary nations— Algiers, Morocco, Tunis, and Tripoli—had harassed shipping in the Mediterranean and Atlantic for centuries. They persisted because European countries with the naval power to stop them chose not to. Instead they negotiated exemptions for the ships of their own nations only, so that the pirates would continue to raid their competitors. Once America declared independence, its vessels were no longer protected by Britain’s agreements with the Barbary states.
One of the first to appreciate America’s new vulnerability was the emperor of Morocco. He announced his readiness to negotiate, then grew impatient when the United States failed to present gifts promptly. On October 1, 1784, Morocco seized the American ship Betsey and its sailors. Thanks to Spanish intervention, however, the seamen were freed within a year.
Meanwhile, the British consul Charles Logie saw to it that the dey of Algiers also understood America’s weakness. According to the memoirs of James Leander Cathcart, enslaved in Algiers for more than a decade, Logie informed the dey “that the United States were no longer under the protection of his Master [Great Britain], and, that wherever the Cruisers of Algiers should fall in with the vessels of the United States of America, they were good prizes and [he] wished them success.” A 1785 treaty with Spain allowed Algerian corsairs to pass the Straits of Gibraltar and reach the Atlantic, where they soon took two American prizes: the Maria on July 25 and the Dauphin on August 4. Twenty-one Americans became slaves; three were sent to work in Logie’s house as domestics.
The United States government responded with confusion, inattention, and dithering. Adams thought paying ransom would be cheaper than waging war. Thomas Jefferson thought it best to feign indifference, in order to discourage the Barbary states from taking more hostages. In the spring of 1786, America sent a former mule trader named John Lamb to negotiate. He offered more money than Congress was willing to pay and succeeded only in irritating the dey. The failure seemed emblematic of the systemic weakness of America’s government before the ratification of the Constitution. In the 1787 novel The Algerine Spy in Pennsylvania, Peter Markoe capitalized on the nation’s anxiety by pretending to be an Algerian working undercover in the United States, willing to provide Daniel Shays and his rebels with an army of “one hundred thousand spahis and janizaries” in exchange for “a certain number of virgins.”
Not until 1793 did Jefferson manage to appoint a second negotiator to Algiers: David Humphreys, then minister to Portugal, who had collaborated with Tyler’s old friend Trumbull on a poem about Shays’s Rebellion titled “The Anarchiad.” But Humphreys never reached Algiers. In October, before he could set sail from Lisbon, Britain finagled an apparent truce between Portugal and Algiers. Algerian corsairs again sneaked past the Strait of Gibraltar, this time seizing twelve American ships and more than one hundred American sailors.
Through his diplomatic connections, Humphreys arranged for each American captive to receive a hat, a new set of clothes, and a monthly allowance. He was alarmed to learn that captives were dying of the plague. In July 1794, he wrote a letter inviting citizens to raise ransom money with lotteries, and it was printed in many American newspapers. President George Washington and his administration were somewhat embarrassed, because they considered it bad form to ask private citizens to take on a public responsibility, and because they did not want any money to reach Algiers until a treaty had been signed. Humphreys was reprimanded, quietly. The public, meanwhile, responded to his appeal with letters, sermons, donations, and the formation of benevolent societies.
On September 5, 1795, two American negotiators—Joseph Donaldson Jr. and Joel Barlow—finalized a treaty with the dey. In exchange for more than $700,000, Algiers agreed to release the Americans it held and not take any new captives. In July 1796, after Barlow borrowed funds from the Algiers-based Jewish bankers David and Solomon Bacri, the hostages embarked for America. Delayed by an outbreak of plague that forced them into quarantine in Marseilles, they would not reach Philadelphia until February 1797.
5
In choosing to write a novel about an American-born slave in Algiers, Tyler once again harnessed for literary ends his ambivalence toward the Federalists, the political party of his almost father-in-law, John Adams. The Federalists were known for their support of close ties with Britain, and in the Algerian crisis Britain had done its best to humiliate the United States. A hostage crisis in a part of the world where America had few allies and no military resources would have made any administration look blundering and impotent, and the administrations of Washington and Adams were not exceptions.
On the other hand, it was the Federalists who insisted on a strong American navy, and in the end, even their opponent Jefferson would rely on it to put an end to Barbary piracy. Despite his subversive humor, in all likelihood Tyler intended for the Federalist motto that concludes the novel—BY UNITING WE STAND, BY DIVIDING WE FALL—to be resounding.
The motto’s resonance today is uncanny, considering the novel’s subject matter. The crisis in Algiers was America’s first encounter with a hostile Muslim nation. Tyler’s is not the only book of the period to take advantage of readers’ sudden interest in Islam and North African culture, but it is the most imaginative, and it is unusually open-minded in its perspective. In the debate between Underhill and the mullah, Tyler presents the tenets of Islam as he imagines a believer would have presented them—so persuasively that Underhill’s only defense against conversion is his stubbornness. In 1803, a reviewer for London’s Monthly Review charged that in these chapters of The Algerine Captive, “the author too feebly defends that religion which he professes to revere.” Boston’s  Monthly Anthology repeated the charge in 1810, and Tyler tried to answer it in a preface for a proposed second edition:
The Algerine Captive was reviewed in a Boston Magazine by some one who had the sagacity to discover that it savored of infidelity. The Author was prepared to meet severe criticism on his style; and various other imperfections; but certainly he never imagined it was objectionable on the score of infidelity, or even scepticism. The part objected to, as far as the Author recollects, was written with a view to do away with the vulgar prejudices against Islamism. He never thought that in adopting the liberality of the good Sale, the translator of the Koran, he was even jeopardising the truths of Christianity
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