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HERMAN MELVILLE

Herman Melville was born on August 1, 1819, in New York City; his father was a prosperous importer, his mother the daughter of Peter Gansevoort, a military hero of the American Revolution. Bankruptcy forced the family to relocate to Albany, and in 1832, when Melville was twelve, his father died. The young man worked successively as a bank clerk, farmer, and bookkeeper before trying his hand as a teacher in Pittsfield, Massachusetts. In 1839 he signed as a crew member on the trading ship St. Lawrence, sailing to Liverpool and back. Soon after his return he toured the Midwest, and in 1841 set sail for the South Pacific aboard the whaling ship Acushnet.

In the Marquesas, Melville jumped ship and spent a month in the Taipi valley on the island of Nuku Hiva. Brought to Tahiti by an Australian whaler, Melville was taken ashore as a mutineer but escaped. In Honolulu, he enlisted in the U.S. Navy and sailed on the frigate United States to Boston, where he was discharged in 1844. Back home he quickly transformed his Pacific adventures into several somewhat fictionalized travel books. Typee (1846) became an instant success, and was immediately followed by Omoo. In 1847 Melville married Elizabeth Shaw, the daughter of the Massachusetts Chief Justice. They moved to Manhattan, where Melville wrote Mardi (1849), Redburn (1849), and White-Jacket (1850). Invigorated by a trip to England and the Continent, he began Moby-Dick. During this time, he and his growing family moved to Arrowhead, a farm in Pittsfield, where he met Nathaniel Hawthorne, whose friendship and conversation inspired Melville as he completed his masterpiece, Moby-Dick (1851), which received only mixed reviews.

Melville’s next novel, Pierre (1852), fared even worse. Seeking the steady cash of magazine writing, he turned out over a dozen tales and sketches, including such classics as “Bartleby” and “Benito Cereno,” both of which appeared in his collection The Piazza Tales (1856). At this time Melville also published his Revolutionary War novel Israel Potter (1855) and the dark comedy The Confidence-Man (1857). Mentally exhausted, he embarked on a tour of the Mediterranean and the Holy Land financed by his father-in-law. The journey supplied Melville with numerous inspirations for future writing. Upon his return to America he lectured for three years and turned almost exclusively to poetry; however, in 1860, his first collection of poems failed to attract a publisher.

During the Civil War, Melville returned to New York City where, in 1866, he published a series of war poems entitled Battle-Pieces and Aspects of the War. That same year, he received an appointment as deputy inspector of customs at the port of New York, a job he was to hold for the next twenty years. In 1867, tensions between Melville and his wife nearly resulted in a marital separation, and later that year their son Malcolm died from a self-inflicted gunshot wound. As a customs inspector, Melville focused his literary energies on poetry, including Clarel, an epic based on his impressions of the Holy Land and consumed with the problem of religious doubt; it was published, in 1876, at his uncle’s expense, but made little impression on the public. After his retirement he published two small volumes of poetry: John Marr (1888) on the sea, and Timoleon (1891) on art, politics, and sexuality. At his death on September 28, 1891, Melville left several uncompleted projects: the prose & poem sketches called The Burgundy Club, a book of poems entitled Weeds and Wildings (including his sensual Rose Poems), and the novella Billy Budd, all of which remained unpublished until 1924.
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NOTES


INTRODUCTION

Elizabeth Hardwick

Herman Melville was a New Yorker, born in 1819 on Pearl Street down near the Battery; and dying in 1891 at the age of seventy-two in his house on Twenty-sixth Street near Fourth Avenue. More important than place of birth and death was the trip he made with his brother to New Bedford, Massachusetts, to sign up on the whaling vessel the Acushnet, bound for the South Seas. He had, as required, signed for four years, but after one year of the squalor, desperation, and the tyranny of the captain, Melville and a companion jumped ship for escape to a “cannibal” island in the Marquesas: the adventures there to become his first book, Typee. Escape from the too-friendly cannibals to another island became Omoo, and so Melville’s early writing career began. The culmination was Moby-Dick, a supreme work of the imagination, with its unsurpassed flow of descriptive language, human sympathy, dramatic conflict between the beauty and indifference of the great oceans and their most extraordinary creature, the whale: “one grand hooded phantom, like a snow hill in the air.”

The Acushnet, the whaler, was not Melville’s first seagoing vessel. Almost two years before, he had signed up as a common seaman on the St. Lawrence, a merchant ship bound for a four-month voyage to Liverpool. He was soon to be twenty years old, had no set goal in life, and a heart heavy with family sorrow and emotional despair. His state of mind at the time is revealed in Redburn, the most personal of his writings, going back as it does before the adventures in Typee and Omoo, although written later. Melville more or less dismissed the work, shrugging it off as a sort of potboiler. The personal accent is somewhat different from his usual reserve and distance, and perhaps he withdrew from it as one might from relaxations occasioned by too much to drink. In any case, Redburn, the central character, a grief-stricken, innocent youth living among the degraded, ruined men on the ship, walking the streets of Liverpool in the late 1830s, even meeting with the interesting homosexual hustler Harry Bolton, is a very striking narrator, somehow our contemporary. The challenge of the old English port of Liverpool is more complex than the breadfruit and coconut island, and the nymph, Fayaway, in Typee. “Cold, bitter cold as December, and bleak as its blasts, seemed the world then to me; there is no misanthrope like a boy disappointed; and such was I, with the warm soul of me flogged out by adversity.” Thus, with a purity of expressiveness, Redburn describes his mood.

Melville and his family had not expected the misfortunes that would leave their mark on this supremely and surprisingly gifted son. The father, Allan Melvill, came from a good merchant family of Boston. They had deep and prideful roots in the country’s history—service in the American Revolution. Herman Melville’s grandfather, Thomas, was among the young men who, in 1773, climbed onto the ships of the East India Company and threw their cargo of tea into the water. A handful of tea leaves, or what were thought to be such, passed down to the heirs. This ancestor had attended Princeton, fought at Bunker Hill, and ended up in his late years in the Boston Custom House. The Custom House has a fateful, mournful ring in literary history, since Herman, his work forgotten, would have a clerkship in the New York Custom House for nineteen years, until the time his wife received a legacy that would allow for retirement in 1885, six years before his death.

Melville’s mother was Maria Gansevoort of Albany, from a family of prominent early Dutch settlers. Her father, Colonel Peter Gansevoort, was also a hero of the American Revolution, having fought with honor at Fort Stanwix against Indian and Tory troops. When Melville was twelve years old his father died of what seems to have been a virulent pneumonia of high fevers that brought to his final days a miserable condition of tossing and raving incoherently, which added to the suffering to the family. Allan Melvill died, as he had lived, in debt, a condition that seemed, like body configuration, to be a genetic endowment of the family. “Dollars damn me!” the author, Herman, could honestly announce. The family had lived in Boston where Allan was pursuing his business in imported luxury goods; thinking it would be a more felicitous setting for the trade, the Melvills moved to New York. In the city, good times would bring a move from one house to another, following the proud and imprudent Maria Melvill’s concern for social appearances. More children were born; an unsteady propriety, typical of the genteel poverty of the wellborn husband and wife, led to realistic and rude creditors at the door. The family fled to Albany, the more prosperous Gansevoort domain, but Allan Melvill’s business schemes failed there also.

At the father’s death, the family problems became more pressing and humbling. In disgrace, the furniture had to be sold and Albany abandoned for a smaller village nearby, Lansingburgh. Herman for a period taught school, took an engineering degree, but nothing came of it. The damaged family, the losses, the instability, the feeling of his own helplessness to alter the decline: all of this informs the lonely heartbreak of Redburn when he boards the Highlander, as the fictional vessel is named.


I had learned to think much and bitterly before my time; … Talk not of the bitterness of middle-age and after life; a boy can feel all that, and much more, when upon his young soul the mildew has fallen; and the fruit, which with others is only blasted after ripeness, with him is nipped in the first blossom and bud. And never again can such blights be made good; they strike in too deep, and leave such a scar that the air of Paradise might not erase it.



Such blights that can never again be made good: the deathbed struggle of his father, his mother a dazed widow, his own lack of direction. These burdens seem to have given Melville a sharp sense of the chaos of life and underlined his sympathy for the pagan, the ignorant, and even for those turned evil. The early pages of Redburn are a moving tribute to his father, to the memory of evenings in New York, talk around the fireside of the cities and sights of Europe, paintings and prints, furniture, drawings from natural history, one of a whale “big as a ship, stuck full of harpoons, and three boats sailing after it as fast as they could fly.”

Redburn is a coming-of-age story; that of a penniless but well-bred lad proud of his good manners, provincial and at the first rather supercilious, still back in his Sunday school days as a member of the Temperance Association and the Anti-Smoking Society. He is to learn firsthand more about the natural depravity of man than was taught at his mother’s Dutch Reformed Church.

The Highlander, although a merchant ship on a short run, takes its crew where it can find it, and like the other vessels in Melville’s fiction is manned by desperate, lost men, hardened by life. A ship at sea is a prison with its insidious hierarchy of captain, officers, outcasts, unsteady wrecks picked up in the ports of the world. A drunken recruit, waking up in delirium, jumped overboard and vanished in the deep without bringing any noticeable disquiet to his fellow sailors. Good food and fine wines are brought to the captain’s larder; for the crew, only salt beef, biscuits, and a molasses mush. At the end of the voyage, by an inspired, felonious bookkeeping, the men are often cheated of their miserable wages. Thus the life at sea in the nineteenth century.

On the ship, there is a man named Jackson, one of the most loathsome portraits in Melville’s fiction. About him, all of the author’s rhetorical gifts are summoned with a painful elaboration. Yellow as a “gamboge”—gum resin from a southeast Asian tree used to make yellow pigment—and bald except for hair behind his ears that “looked like a worn-out shoe-brush,” a broken nose, a squinting eye, “the foul lees and dregs of a man,” Jackson is wasting away from many vices, probably venereal disease; and yet he is the best seaman on board. He is a bully feared by all the men, a “wolf, or starved tiger,” with his “deep, subtle, infernal looking eye.” He has been at sea since the age of eight and “had passed through every kind of dissipation and abandonment in the worst parts of the world.” He told with “relish” of having crewed on a slave ship “where the slaves were stowed, heel and point, like logs” and at last the suffocated and dead thrown overboard.

Jackson survives the voyage until the vessel, returning, is off Cape Cod. He orders the men to “haul out to windward,” and with a torrent of blood gushing from his lungs falls into the sea. Melville has imagined or re-created from memory a ruined, repellent man. The intensity, both descriptive and moral, shifts from the actuality so benighted and damned to a thoughtfulness almost sacred. He ends the chapter with thoughts about Jackson:


He was a Cain afloat; branded on his yellow brow with some inscrutable curse; and going about corrupting and searing every heart that beat near him.

But there seemed even more woe than wickedness about the man; and his wickedness seemed to spring from his woe; and for all his hideousness, there was that in his eye at times, that was ineffably pitiable and touching; and though there were moments when I almost hated this Jackson, yet I have pitied no man as I have pitied him.



A ship with its sundry passengers and global crew members, each “a neglected step-son of heaven,” is useful for the novelist in presenting a vivid diversity of humankind as it floats by, here and gone. Redburn is rich in masterful portraits—a gallery of wild colors, pretensions and falsehoods, fleeting associations of unexpected tenderness. Mr. Thompson, the black cook, has a concern for the soul of the pleasure-loving steward, “who, being a handsome, dandy mulatto, that had once been a barber in West-Broadway, went by the name of Lavender.” He has a gorgeous turban which he keeps perfumed with Cologne water, “the relics of his West-Broadway stock in trade.” He also had the cast-off clothes of a captain he had sailed with: “… claret-colored suits, and snuff-colored suits, and red velvet vests, and buff and brimstone pantaloons, and several full suits of black, which, with his dark-colored face, made him look quite clerical; like a serious young colored gentleman of Barbadoes, about to take orders.”

Redburn takes in the great maritime port of Liverpool, hears the Chartist soap-box orators agitating on behalf of the working classes; pauses for street singers and their verses about current happenings. He visits churches and public buildings, pawnshops, notes the impoverished people dredging the rubbish piles for bits of rope to sell. The breathless, fantastical shape of an English urban landscape brings to mind the crowded brilliance of London in Dickens. In filial piety, Redburn is carrying his father’s out-of-date guide, but his observations are quite apart from those of conventional travelers for business or pleasure. Among the dreary, dingy warehouses on a street called Launcelott’s-Hey, Redburn hears “a feeble wail” that leads to a scene of unequaled moral and tragic force.

In a cellar beneath the old warehouse, he sees a figure who “had been a woman.” On her breast there are two shrunken “things like children.” The appalling group has crawled into the space. Redburn questions ragged, miserable people in the alley, but the old women, destitute themselves, have no heart for the family that has had nothing to eat for three days and is hiding away to die. A policeman shrugs, the woman at Redburn’s rooming house is indifferent, and the cook, when asked for scraps, “broke out in a storm of swearing.” Redburn snatches some bread and cheese and drops it in the vault. Frail hands grasp at the food but are too weak to catch hold. There is a murmuring sound asking for something like water, and Redburn runs into a tavern to borrow a pitcher, but is asked to pay for it and cannot. Finally he draws water from Boodle Hydrants, puts it in his tarpaulin hat, and returns to the vault.


The two girls drank out of the hat together; looking up at me with an unalterable, idiotic expression, that almost made me faint. The woman spoke not a word, and did not stir … I tried to lift the woman’s head; but, feeble as she was, she seemed bent upon holding it down. Observing her arms still clasped upon her bosom, and that something seemed hidden under the rags there, a thought crossed my mind, which impelled me forcibly to withdraw her hands for a moment; when I caught a glimpse of a meager little babe, the lower part of its body thrust into an old bonnet. Its face was dazzlingly white, even in its squalor; but the closed eyes looked like balls of indigo. It must have been dead some hours …

When I went to dinner, I hurried into Launcelott’s-Hey, when I found that the vault was empty. In place of the woman and children, a heap of quick-lime was glistening.



A scene of tragic extremity, last rites for a street burial, a moment of perfect human sympathy. Throughout Melville’s writing there is a liberality of mind, a freedom from tribal superstition, a rejection of superiority of race or nation. Typical is an aside in Redburn, written in 1849 before the Civil War:


Three or four times, I encountered our black steward, dressed very handsomely, and walking arm in arm with a good-looking English woman. In New York, such a couple would have been mobbed in three minutes; … Owing to the friendly reception extended to them, and the unwonted immunities they enjoy in Liverpool, the black cooks and stewards of American ships are very much attached to the place … it was but recognizing his claims to humanity and normal equality … in some things, we Americans leave to other countries the carrying out of the principle that stands at the head of our Declaration of Independence.



Going to sea not only gave Melville his art, but it set him apart from others of his class; and the questioning of convention stayed with him even though, when writing, he was a father, his wife the daughter of Judge Lemuel Shaw of Boston. For some years, while he lived in a handsome house in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, his thoughts yet went back to the ferociously unstable, the demonic, the miserable. He is a man of the dark world as well as of the light. It was in Pittsfield that Melville met Hawthorne; their friendship was real and one of the most interesting in American literature. Nevertheless, we note that while Hawthorne was a student at Bowdoin College in Maine, where his close friend was Franklin Pierce, later to become president of the United States, Melville was in the crowded bunks of the St. Lawrence with the dying carcass, Jackson.

The later chapters of Redburn introduce a curious young Englishman, a Londoner, idly going about the Liverpool docks, thinking of emigrating to America. Harry Bolton: noticeable indeed with “curling hair, and silken muscles … His complexion was a mantling brunette, feminine as a girl’s; his feet were small; his hands were white; and his eyes were large, black, and womanly….” After two months with the rough crew at sea, Harry is like a peacock to Redburn, an exotic bird suddenly winging about on “the untidy potato-patches of Liverpool.” He is also fluent in self-creation: born in Bury St. Edmunds, orphaned with a fortune of five thousand pounds, lost to the last sovereign in the gambling clubs of the city; embarked for Bombay as a midshipman for the East India service, handled the mast. He also has a great friendship with the Marquis of Waterford and Lady Georgiana Theresa, “the noble daughter of an anonymous earl.”

Harry is down to his last penny one moment, but darts off and comes back with money to extend Redburn’s knowledge of life by taking, in the free time while the ship is in harbor, a trip to London. Before departing, Harry puts on false whiskers “as a precaution against being recognized by his own particular friends.” Once in the city, Harry falls into hysteria and panic; a scene of remarkable shape follows: a visit to a men’s club, a kind of male brothel fastidiously observed—a rococo urban landscape unlike any other dramatic intrusion in Melville’s writing or in American literature of the time. The club is a semipublic place, described in images of decadence and privilege: Persian carpets, oriental ottomans with upholstery “wrought into plaited serpents,” antique pornographic pictures, a bust of an old man with a “mysteriously-wicked expression, and imposing silence by one thin finger over his lips. His marble mouth seemed tremulous with secrets.” Indeed a coming-of-age for the penniless, young son of a much-traveled father, one of the first families of America. After introducing him to the attendant as young Lord Stormont, Harry rushes off on private business, leaving the terrified Redburn alone.

There is no record that places Melville in London at this time, and perhaps the ornate, lascivious men’s club, described with feral acuteness, is the novelist’s invention. Whether there was a real person in the crew who became the Harry Bolton of fiction has not been documented with certainty in the indefatigable Melville scholarship. Harry Bolton’s life is a mimicry in which he describes himself as he wished to be. When he joins the crew of the Highlander, he appears on deck in a “brocaded dressing-gown, embroidered slippers, and tasseled smoking-cap, to stand his morning watch.” When ordered to climb the rigging, he falls into a faint, showing the East India service to have been yet another fabrication. Harry, effete, reckless, is recognizable as a frantic, melodramatic homosexual down on his luck and always improvising a certain heroic effort to meet the demands of the moment. By his magical sympathy and art, Melville has made Harry not a clown but a bereft and damaged soul to whom Redburn remains faithful as they land in New York harbor “arm in arm.” It is journey’s end and they must part; years later Redburn will learn that Harry shipped out on a whaler, fell overboard, and was crushed to death between the ship and a harpooned whale lashed to its side.

Redburn, in the span of Melville’s fiction, can stand next in line to the towering masterpiece, Moby-Dick, and along with the superb shorter fictions “Bartleby, the Scrivener,” “Benito Cereno,” and Billy Budd. As a kind of autobiography of the impressionable Redburn, the journey to Liverpool is an immensely moving and original picture of the poor hordes idling in the squalid alleys, the indifference of the civil authorities, the contrasts in a great nation in the 1840s, eloquent reflections on the people of Europe emigrating to the hope of America. Redburn is not a document; it is a work of art by the unexpected genius of a sailor, Herman Melville.

—
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CHAPTER I
HOW WELLINGBOROUGH REDBURN’S TASTE FOR THE SEA WAS BORN AND BRED IN HIM

“Wellingborough, as you are going to sea, suppose you take this shooting-jacket of mine along; it’s just the thing—take it, it will save the expense of another. You see, it’s quite warm; fine long skirts, stout horn buttons, and plenty of pockets.”

Out of the goodness and simplicity of his heart, thus spoke my elder brother to me, upon the eve of my departure for the seaport.

“And, Wellingborough,” he added, “since we are both short of money, and you want an outfit, and I have none to give, you may as well take my fowling-piece along, and sell it in New York for what you can get.—Nay, take it; it’s of no use to me now; I can’t find it in powder any more.”

I was then but a boy. Some time previous my mother had removed from New York to a pleasant village1 on the Hudson River, where we lived in a small house, in a quiet way. Sad disappointments in several plans which I had sketched for my future life; the necessity of doing something for myself, united to a naturally roving disposition, had now conspired within me, to send me to sea as a sailor.2

For months previous I had been poring over old New York papers, delightedly perusing the long columns of ship advertisements, all of which possessed a strange, romantic charm to me. Over and over again I devoured such announcements as the following:


FOR BREMEN

The coppered and copper-fastened brig Leda,
having nearly completed her cargo, will sail for
the above port on Tuesday the twentieth of May.
For freight or passage apply on board at Coenties Slip.3



To my young inland imagination every word in an advertisement like this, suggested volumes of thought.

A brig! The very word summoned up the idea of a black, sea-worn craft, with high, cozy bulwarks, and rakish masts and yards.

Coppered and copper-fastened! That fairly smelt of the salt water! How different such vessels must be from the wooden, one-masted, green-and-white-painted sloops, that glided up and down the river before our house on the bank.4

Nearly completed her cargo! How momentous the announcement; suggesting ideas, too, of musty bales, and cases of silks and satins, and filling me with contempt for the vile deck-loads of hay and lumber, with which my river experience was familiar.

Will sail on Tuesday the 20th of May—and the newspaper bore date the fifth of the month! Fifteen whole days beforehand; think of that; what an important voyage it must be, that the time of sailing was fixed upon so long beforehand; the river sloops were not used to make such prospective announcements.

For freight or passage apply on board! Think of going on board a coppered and copper-fastened brig, and taking passage for Bremen! And who could be going to Bremen? No one but foreigners, doubtless; men of dark complexions and jet-black whiskers, who talked French.

Coenties Slip. Plenty more brigs and any quantity of ships must be lying there. Coenties Slip must be somewhere near ranges of grim-looking warehouses, with rusty iron doors and shutters, and tiled roofs; and old anchors and chain-cable piled on the walk. Old-fashioned coffee-houses, also, much abound in that neighborhood, with sunburnt sea-captains going in and out, smoking cigars, and talking about Havanna, London, and Calcutta.

All these my imaginations were wonderfully assisted by certain shadowy reminiscences of wharves, and warehouses, and shipping, with which a residence in a seaport during early childhood5 had supplied me.

Particularly, I remembered standing with my father on the wharf when a large ship was getting under way, and rounding the head of the pier. I remembered the yo heave ho! of the sailors, as they just showed their woolen caps above the high bulwarks. I remembered how I thought of their crossing the great ocean; and that that very ship, and those very sailors, so near to me then, would after a time be actually in Europe.

Added to these reminiscences my father, now dead, had several times crossed the Atlantic on business affairs, for he had been an importer in Broad-street.6 And of winter evenings in New York, by the well-remembered sea-coal fire in old Greenwich-street,7 he used to tell my brother and me of the monstrous waves at sea, mountain high; of the masts bending like twigs; and all about, Havre, and Liverpool, and about going up into the ball of St. Paul’s in London.8 Indeed, during my early life, most of my thoughts of the sea were connected with the land; but with fine old lands, full of mossy cathedrals and churches, and long, narrow, crooked streets without side-walks, and lined with strange houses. And especially I tried hard to think how such places must look of rainy days and Saturday afternoons; and whether indeed they did have rainy days and Saturdays there, just as we did here; and whether the boys went to school there, and studied geography, and wore their shirt collars turned over, and tied with a black ribbon; and whether their papas allowed them to wear boots, instead of shoes, which I so much disliked, for boots looked so manly.

As I grew older my thoughts took a larger flight, and I frequently fell into long reveries about distant voyages and travels, and thought how fine it would be, to be able to talk about remote and barbarous countries; with what reverence and wonder people would regard me, if I had just returned from the coast of Africa or New Zealand; how dark and romantic my sunburnt cheeks would look; how I would bring home with me foreign clothes of a rich fabric and princely make, and wear them up and down the streets, and how grocers’ boys would turn back their heads to look at me, as I went by. For I very well remembered staring at a man myself, who was pointed out to me by my aunt one Sunday in Church, as the person who had been in Stony Arabia,9 and passed through strange adventures there, all of which with my own eyes I had read in the book which he wrote, an arid-looking book in a pale yellow cover.

“See what big eyes he has,” whispered my aunt, “they got so big, because when he was almost dead with famishing in the desert, he all at once caught sight of a date tree, with the ripe fruit hanging on it.”

Upon this, I stared at him till I thought his eyes were really of an uncommon size, and stuck out from his head like those of a lobster. I am sure my own eyes must have magnified as I stared. When church was out, I wanted my aunt to take me along and follow the traveler home. But she said the constables would take us up, if we did; and so I never saw this wonderful Arabian traveler again. But he long haunted me; and several times I dreamt of him, and thought his great eyes were grown still larger and rounder; and once I had a vision of the date tree.

In course of time, my thoughts became more and more prone to dwell upon foreign things; and in a thousand ways I sought to gratify my tastes. We had several pieces of furniture in the house, which had been brought from Europe. These I examined again and again, wondering where the wood grew; whether the workmen who made them still survived, and what they could be doing with themselves now.

Then we had several oil-paintings and rare old engravings of my father’s, which he himself had bought in Paris, hanging up in the dining-room.

Two of these were sea-pieces. One represented a fat-looking, smoky fishing-boat, with three whiskerandoes in red caps, and their trowsers legs rolled up, hauling in a seine. There was high French-like land in one corner, and a tumble-down gray lighthouse surmounting it. The waves were toasted brown, and the whole picture looked mellow and old. I used to think a piece of it might taste good.

The other represented three old-fashioned French men-of-war with high castles, like pagodas, on the bow and stern, such as you see in Froissart;10 and snug little turrets on top of the mast, full of little men, with something undefinable in their hands. All three were sailing through a bright-blue sea, blue as Sicily skies; and they were leaning over on their sides at a fearful angle; and they must have been going very fast, for the white spray was about the bows like a snow-storm.

Then, we had two large green French portfolios of colored prints, more than I could lift at that age. Every Saturday my brothers and sisters used to get them out of the corner where they were kept, and spreading them on the floor, gaze at them with never-failing delight.

They were of all sorts. Some were pictures of Versailles, its masquerades, its drawing-rooms, its fountains, and courts, and gardens, with long lines of thick foliage cut into fantastic doors and windows, and towers and pinnacles. Others were rural scenes, full of fine skies, pensive cows standing up to the knees in water, and shepherd-boys and cottages in the distance, half concealed in vineyards and vines.

And others were pictures of natural history, representing rhinoceroses and elephants and spotted tigers; and above all there was a picture of a great whale, as big as a ship, stuck full of harpoons, and three boats sailing after it as fast as they could fly.

Then, too, we had a large library-case, that stood in the hall; an old brown library-case, tall as a small house; it had a sort of basement, with large doors, and a lock and key; and higher up, there were glass doors, through which might be seen long rows of old books, that had been printed in Paris, and London, and Leipsic. There was a fine library edition of the Spectator,11 in six large volumes with gilded backs; and many a time I gazed at the word “London” on the title-page. And there was a copy of D’Alembert12 in French, and I wondered what a great man I would be, if by foreign travel I should ever be able to read straight along without stopping, out of that book, which now was a riddle to every one in the house but my father, whom I so much liked to hear talk French, as he sometimes did to a servant we had.

That servant, too, I used to gaze at with wonder; for in answer to my incredulous cross-questions, he had over and over again assured me, that he had really been born in Paris. But this I never entirely believed; for it seemed so hard to comprehend, how a man who had been born in a foreign country, could be dwelling with me in our house in America.

As years passed on, this continual dwelling upon foreign associations, bred in me a vague prophetic thought, that I was fated, one day or other, to be a great voyager; and that just as my father used to entertain strange gentlemen over their wine after dinner, I would hereafter be telling my own adventures to an eager auditory. And I have no doubt that this presentiment had something to do with bringing about my subsequent rovings.

But that which perhaps more than any thing else, converted my vague dreamings and longings into a definite purpose of seeking my fortune on the sea, was an old-fashioned glass ship,13 about eighteen inches long, and of French manufacture, which my father, some thirty years before, had brought home from Hamburgh as a present to a great-uncle of mine: Senator Wellingborough,14 who had died a member of Congress in the days of the old Constitution, and after whom I had the honor of being named. Upon the decease of the Senator, the ship was returned to the donor.

It was kept in a square glass case, which was regularly dusted by one of my sisters every morning, and stood on a little claw-footed Dutch tea-table in one corner of the sitting-room. This ship, after being the admiration of my father’s visitors in the capital, became the wonder and delight of all the people of the village where we now resided, many of whom used to call upon my mother, for no other purpose than to see the ship. And well did it repay the long and curious examinations which they were accustomed to give it.

In the first place, every bit of it was glass, and that was a great wonder of itself; because the masts, yards, and ropes were made to resemble exactly the corresponding parts of a real vessel that could go to sea. She carried two tiers of black guns all along her two decks; and often I used to try to peep in at the portholes, to see what else was inside; but the holes were so small, and it looked so very dark indoors, that I could discover little or nothing; though, when I was very little, I made no doubt, that if I could but once pry open the hull, and break the glass all to pieces, I would infallibly light upon something wonderful, perhaps some gold guineas, of which I have always been in want, ever since I could remember. And often I used to feel a sort of insane desire to be the death of the glass ship, case, and all, in order to come at the plunder; and one day, throwing out some hint of the kind to my sisters, they ran to my mother in a great clamor; and after that, the ship was placed on the mantle-piece for a time, beyond my reach, and until I should recover my reason.

I do not know how to account for this temporary madness of mine, unless it was, that I had been reading in a story-book about Captain Kidd’s ship, that lay somewhere at the bottom of the Hudson near the Highlands,15 full of gold as it could be; and that a company of men were trying to dive down and get the treasure out of the hold, which no one had ever thought of doing before, though there she had lain for almost a hundred years.

Not to speak of the tall masts, and yards, and rigging of this famous ship, among whose mazes of spun-glass I used to rove in imagination, till I grew dizzy at the main-truck, I will only make mention of the people on board of her. They, too, were all of glass, as beautiful little glass sailors as any body ever saw, with hats and shoes on, just like living men, and curious blue jackets with a sort of ruffle round the bottom. Four or five of these sailors were very nimble little chaps, and were mounting up the rigging with very long strides; but for all that, they never gained a single inch in the year, as I can take my oath.

Another sailor was sitting astride of the spanker-boom, with his arms over his head, but I never could find out what that was for; a second was in the fore-top, with a coil of glass rigging over his shoulder; the cook, with a glass ax, was splitting wood near the fore-hatch; the steward, in a glass apron, was hurrying toward the cabin with a plate of glass pudding; and a glass dog, with a red mouth, was barking at him; while the captain in a glass cap was smoking a glass cigar on the quarter-deck. He was leaning against the bulwark, with one hand to his head; perhaps he was unwell, for he looked very glassy out of the eyes.

The name of this curious ship was La Reine, or The Queen, which was painted on her stern where any one might read it, among a crowd of glass dolphins and sea-horses carved there in a sort of semicircle.

And this Queen rode undisputed mistress of a green glassy sea, some of whose waves were breaking over her bow in a wild way, I can tell you, and I used to be giving her up for lost and foundered every moment, till I grew older, and perceived that she was not in the slightest danger in the world.

A good deal of dust, and fuzzy stuff like down, had in the course of many years worked through the joints of the case, in which the ship was kept, so as to cover all the sea with a light dash of white, which if any thing improved the general effect, for it looked like the foam and froth raised by the terrible gale the good Queen was battling against.

So much for La Reine. We have her yet in the house, but many of her glass spars and ropes are now sadly shattered and broken,—but I will not have her mended; and her figure-head, a gallant warrior in a cocked-hat, lies pitching head-foremost down into the trough of a calamitous sea under the bows—but I will not have him put on his legs again, till I get on my own; for between him and me there is a secret sympathy; and my sisters tell me, even yet, that he fell from his perch the very day I left home to go to sea on this my first voyage.


CHAPTER II
REDBURN’S DEPARTURE FROM HOME

It was with a heavy heart and full eyes, that my poor mother parted with me; perhaps she thought me an erring and a willful boy, and perhaps I was; but if I was, it had been a hardhearted world, and hard times that had made me so. I had learned to think much and bitterly before my time; all my young mounting dreams of glory had left me; and at that early age, I was as unambitious as a man of sixty.

Yes, I will go to sea; cut my kind uncles and aunts, and sympathizing patrons, and leave no heavy hearts but those in my own home, and take none along but the one which aches in my bosom. Cold, bitter cold as December, and bleak as its blasts, seemed the world then to me; there is no misanthrope like a boy disappointed; and such was I, with the warm soul of me flogged out by adversity. But these thoughts are bitter enough even now, for they have not yet gone quite away; and they must be uncongenial enough to the reader; so no more of that, and let me go on with my story.

“Yes, I will write you, dear mother, as soon as I can,” murmured I, as she charged me for the hundredth time, not to fail to inform her of my safe arrival in New York.

“And now Mary, Martha, and Jane,1 kiss me all round, dear sisters, and then I am off. I’ll be back in four months—it will be autumn then, and we’ll go into the woods after nuts, and I’ll tell you all about Europe. Good-by! good-by!”

So I broke loose from their arms, and not daring to look behind, ran away as fast as I could, till I got to the corner where my brother was waiting. He accompanied me part of the way to the place, where the steamboat was to leave for New York; instilling into me much sage advice above his age, for he was but eight years my senior,2 and warning me again and again to take care of myself; and I solemnly promised I would; for what cast-away will not promise to take care of himself, when he sees that unless he himself does, no one else will.

We walked on in silence till I saw that his strength was giving out,—he was in ill health then,3—and with a mute grasp of the hand, and a loud thump at the heart, we parted.

It was early on a raw, cold, damp morning toward the end of spring, and the world was before me;4 stretching away a long muddy road, lined with comfortable houses, whose inmates were taking their sunrise naps, heedless of the wayfarer passing. The cold drops of drizzle trickled down my leather cap, and mingled with a few hot tears on my cheeks.

I had the whole road to myself, for no one was yet stirring, and I walked on, with a slouching, dogged gait. The gray shooting-jacket was on my back, and from the end of my brother’s rifle hung a small bundle of my clothes. My fingers worked moodily at the stock and trigger, and I thought that this indeed was the way to begin life, with a gun in your hand!

Talk not of the bitterness of middle-age and after life; a boy can feel all that, and much more, when upon his young soul the mildew has fallen; and the fruit, which with others is only blasted after ripeness, with him is nipped in the first blossom and bud. And never again can such blights be made good; they strike in too deep, and leave such a scar that the air of Paradise might not erase it. And it is a hard and cruel thing thus in early youth to taste beforehand the pangs which should be reserved for the stout time of manhood, when the gristle has become bone, and we stand up and fight out our lives, as a thing tried before and foreseen; for then we are veterans used to sieges and battles, and not green recruits, recoiling at the first shock of the encounter.

At last gaining the boat we pushed off, and away we steamed down the Hudson. There were few passengers on board, the day was so unpleasant; and they were mostly congregated in the after cabin round the stoves. After breakfast, some of them went to reading: others took a nap on the settees; and others sat in silent circles, speculating, no doubt, as to who each other might be.

They were certainly a cheerless set, and to me they all looked stony-eyed and heartless. I could not help it, I almost hated them; and to avoid them, went on deck, but a storm of sleet drove me below. At last I bethought me, that I had not procured a ticket, and going to the captain’s office to pay my passage and get one, was horror-struck to find, that the price of passage had been suddenly raised that day, owing to the other boats not running; so that I had not enough money to pay for my fare. I had supposed it would be but a dollar, and only a dollar did I have, whereas it was two. What was to be done? The boat was off, and there was no backing out; so I determined to say nothing to any body, and grimly wait until called upon for my fare.

The long weary day wore on till afternoon; one incessant storm raged on deck; but after dinner the few passengers, waked up with their roast-beef and mutton, became a little more sociable. Not with me, for the scent and savor of poverty was upon me, and they all cast toward me their evil eyes and cold suspicious glances, as I sat apart, though among them. I felt that desperation and recklessness of poverty which only a pauper knows. There was a mighty patch upon one leg of my trowsers, neatly sewed on, for it had been executed by my mother, but still very obvious and incontrovertible to the eye. This patch I had hitherto studiously endeavored to hide with the ample skirts of my shooting jacket; but now I stretched out my leg boldly, and thrust the patch under their noses, and looked at them so, that they soon looked away, boy though I was. Perhaps the gun that I clenched frightened them into respect; or there might have been something ugly in my eye; or my teeth were white, and my jaws were set. For several hours, I sat gazing at a jovial party seated round a mahogany table, with some crackers and cheese, and wine and cigars. Their faces were flushed with the good dinner they had eaten; and mine felt pale and wan with a long fast. If I had presumed to offer to make one of their party; if I had told them of my circumstances, and solicited something to refresh me, I very well knew from the peculiar hollow ring of their laughter, they would have had the waiters put me out of the cabin, for a beggar, who had no business to be warming himself at their stove. And for that insult, though only a conceit, I sat and gazed at them, putting up no petitions for their prosperity. My whole soul was soured within me, and when at last the captain’s clerk, a slender young man, dressed in the height of fashion, with a gold watch chain and broach, came round collecting the tickets, I buttoned up my coat to the throat, clutched my gun, put on my leather cap, and pulling it well down, stood up like a sentry before him. He held out his hand, deeming any remark superfluous, as his object in pausing before me must be obvious. But I stood motionless and silent, and in a moment he saw how it was with me. I ought to have spoken and told him the case, in plain, civil terms, and offered my dollar, and then waited the event. But I felt too wicked for that. He did not wait a great while, but spoke first himself; and in a gruff voice, very unlike his urbane accents when accosting the wine and cigar party, demanded my ticket. I replied that I had none. He then demanded the money; and upon my answering that I had not enough, in a loud angry voice that attracted all eyes, he ordered me out of the cabin into the storm. The devil in me then mounted up from my soul, and spread over my frame, till it tingled at my finger ends; and I muttered out my resolution to stay where I was, in such a manner, that the ticket man faltered back.

“There’s a dollar for you,” I added, offering it.

“I want two,” said he.

“Take that or nothing,” I answered; “it is all I have.”

I thought he would strike me. But, accepting the money, he contented himself with saying something about sportsmen going on shooting expeditions, without having money to pay their expenses; and hinted that such chaps might better lay aside their fowling pieces, and assume the buck and saw. He then passed on, and left every eye fastened upon me.

I stood their gazing some time, but at last could stand it no more. I pushed my seat right up before the most insolent gazer, a short fat man, with a plethora of cravat round his neck, and fixing my gaze on his, gave him more gazes than he sent. This somewhat embarrassed him, and he looked round for some one to take hold of me; but no one coming, he pretended to be very busy counting the gilded wooden beams overhead. I then turned to the next gazer, and clicking my gun-lock, deliberately presented the piece at him.

Upon this, he overset his seat in his eagerness to get beyond my range, for I had him point blank, full in the left eye; and several persons starting to their feet, exclaimed that I must be crazy. So I was at that time; for otherwise I know not how to account for my demoniac feelings, of which I was afterward heartily ashamed, as I ought to have been, indeed; and much more than that.

I then turned on my heel, and shouldering my fowling-piece and bundle, marched on deck, and walked there through the dreary storm, till I was wet through, and the boat touched the wharf at New York.

Such is boyhood.


CHAPTER III
HE ARRIVES IN TOWN

From the boat’s bow, I jumped ashore, before she was secured, and following my brother’s directions, proceeded across the town toward St. John’s Park, to the house of a college friend of his, for whom I had a letter.

It was a long walk; and I stepped in at a sort of grocery to get a drink of water, where some six or eight rough looking fellows were playing dominoes upon the counter, seated upon cheese boxes. They winked, and asked what sort of sport I had had gunning on such a rainy day, but I only gulped down my water and stalked off.

Dripping like a seal, I at last grounded arms at the door-way of my brother’s friend, rang the bell and inquired for him.

“What do you want?” said the servant, eying me as if I were a housebreaker.

“I want to see your lord and master; show me into the parlor.”

Upon this my host himself happened to make his appearance, and seeing who I was, opened his hand and heart to me at once, and drew me to his fireside; he had received a letter from my brother, and had expected me that day.

The family were at tea; the fragrant herb filled the room with its aroma; the brown toast was odoriferous; and every thing pleasant and charming. After a temporary warming, I was shown to a room, where I changed my wet dress, and returning to the table, found that the interval had been well improved by my hostess; a meal for a traveler was spread, and I laid into it sturdily. Every mouthful pushed the devil that had been tormenting me all day farther and farther out of me, till at last I entirely ejected him with three successive bowls of Bohea.1

Magic of kind words, and kind deeds, and good tea! That night I went to bed thinking the world pretty tolerable, after all; and I could hardly believe that I had really acted that morning as I had, for I was naturally of an easy and forbearing disposition; though when such a disposition is temporarily roused, it is perhaps worse than a cannibal’s.

Next day, my brother’s friend, whom I choose to call Mr. Jones,2 accompanied me down to the docks among the shipping, in order to get me a place. After a good deal of searching, we lighted upon a ship for Liverpool,3 and found the captain in the cabin; which was a very handsome one, lined with mahogany and maple; and the steward, an elegant looking mulatto in a gorgeous turban, was setting out on a sort of sideboard some dinner service which looked like silver, but it was only Britannia ware4 highly polished.

As soon as I clapped my eye on the captain, I thought to myself he was just the captain to suit me. He was a fine looking man, about forty, splendidly dressed, with very black whiskers, and very white teeth, and what I took to be a free, frank look out of a large hazel eye. I liked him amazingly. He was promenading up and down the cabin, humming some brisk air to himself when we entered.

“Good morning, sir,” said my friend.

“Good morning, good morning, sir,” said the captain. “Steward, chairs for the gentlemen.”

“Oh! never mind, sir,” said Mr. Jones, rather taken aback by his extreme civility. “I merely called to see whether you want a fine young lad to go to sea with you. Here he is; he has long wanted to be a sailor; and his friends have at last concluded to let him go for one voyage, and see how he likes it.”

“Ah! indeed!” said the captain, blandly, and looking where I stood. “He’s a fine fellow; I like him. So you want to be a sailor, my boy, do you?” added he, affectionately patting my head. “It’s a hard life, though; a hard life.”

But when I looked round at his comfortable, and almost luxurious cabin, and then at his handsome care-free face, I thought he was only trying to frighten me, and I answered, “Well, sir, I am ready to try it.”

“I hope he’s a country lad, sir,” said the captain to my friend, “these city boys are sometimes hard cases.”

“Oh! yes, he’s from the country,” was the reply, “and of a highly respectable family; his great-uncle died a Senator.”

“But his great-uncle don’t want to go to sea too?” said the captain, looking funny.

“Oh! no, oh, no!—Ha! ha!”

“Ha! ha!” echoed the captain.

A fine funny gentleman, thought I, not much fancying, however, his levity concerning my great-uncle, he’ll be cracking his jokes the whole voyage; and so I afterward said to one of the riggers on board; but he bade me look out, that he did not crack my head.

“Well, my lad,” said the captain, “I suppose you know we havn’t any pastures and cows on board; you can’t get any milk at sea, you know.”

“Oh! I know all about that, sir; my father has crossed the ocean, if I havn’t.”

“Yes,” cried my friend, “his father, a gentleman of one of the first families in America, crossed the Atlantic several times on important business.”

“Embassador extraordinary?” said the captain, looking funny again.

“Oh! no, he was a wealthy merchant.”

“Ah! indeed!” said the captain, looking grave and bland again, “then this fine lad is the son of a gentleman?”

“Certainly,” said my friend, “and he’s only going to sea for the humor of it; they want to send him on his travels with a tutor, but he will go to sea as a sailor.”

The fact was, that my young friend (for he was only about twenty-five) was not a very wise man; and this was a huge fib, which out of the kindness of his heart, he told in my behalf, for the purpose of creating a profound respect for me in the eyes of my future lord.

Upon being apprized, that I had willfully forborne taking the grand tour with a tutor, in order to put my hand in a tar-bucket, the handsome captain looked ten times more funny than ever; and said that he himself would be my tutor, and take me on my travels, and pay for the privilege.

“Ah!” said my friend, “that reminds me of business. Pray, captain, how much do you generally pay a handsome young fellow like this?”

“Well,” said the captain, looking grave and profound, “we are not so particular about beauty, and we never give more than three dollars to a green lad5 like Wellingborough here, that’s your name, my boy? Wellingborough Redburn!—Upon my soul, a fine sounding name.”

“Why, captain,” said Mr. Jones, quickly interrupting him, “that won’t pay for his clothing.”

“But you know his highly respectable and wealthy relations will doubtless see to all that,” replied the captain, with his funny look again.

“Oh! yes, I forgot that,” said Mr. Jones, looking rather foolish. “His friends will of course see to that.”

“Of course,” said the captain smiling.

“Of course,” repeated Mr. Jones, looking ruefully at the patch on my pantaloons, which just then I endeavored to hide with the skirt of my shooting-jacket.

“You are quite a sportsman I see,” said the captain, eying the great buttons on my coat, upon each of which was a carved fox.

Upon this my benevolent friend thought that here was a grand opportunity to befriend me.

“Yes, he’s quite a sportsman,” said he, “he’s got a very valuable fowling-piece at home, perhaps you would like to purchase it, captain, to shoot gulls with at sea? It’s cheap.”

“Oh! no, he had better leave it with his relations,” said the captain, “so that he can go hunting again when he returns from England.”

“Yes, perhaps that would be better, after all,” said my friend, pretending to fall into a profound musing, involving all sides of the matter in hand. “Well, then, captain, you can only give the boy three dollars a month, you say?”

“Only three dollars a month,” said the captain.

“And I believe,” said my friend, “that you generally give something in advance, do you not?”

“Yes, that is sometimes the custom at the shipping offices,” said the captain, with a bow, “but in this case, as the boy has rich relations, there will be no need of that, you know.”

And thus, by his ill-advised, but well-meaning hints concerning the respectability of my paternity, and the immense wealth of my relations, did this really honest-hearted but foolish friend of mine, prevent me from getting three dollars in advance, which I greatly needed. However, I said nothing, though I thought the more; and particularly, how that it would have been much better for me, to have gone on board alone, accosted the captain on my own account, and told him the plain truth. Poor people make a very poor business of it when they try to seem rich.

The arrangement being concluded, we bade the captain good-morning; and as we were about leaving the cabin, he smiled again, and said, “Well, Redburn, my boy, you won’t get home-sick before you sail, because that will make you very sea-sick when you get to sea.”

And with that he smiled very pleasantly, and bowed two or three times, and told the steward to open the cabin-door, which the steward did with a peculiar sort of grin on his face, and a slanting glance at my shooting-jacket.

And so we left.


CHAPTER IV
HOW HE DISPOSED OF HIS FOWLING-PIECE

Next day I went alone to the shipping office to sign the articles, and there I met a great crowd of sailors, who as soon as they found what I was after, began to tip the wink all round, and I overheard a fellow in a great flapping sou’wester cap say to another old tar in a shaggy monkey-jacket, “Twig his coat, d’ye see the buttons, that chap ain’t going to sea in a merchantman, he’s going to shoot whales. I say, maty—look here—how d’ye sell them big buttons, by the pound?”

“Give us one for a saucer, will ye?” said another.

“Let the youngster alone,” said a third. “Come here, my little boy, has your ma put up some sweetmeats for ye to take to sea?”

They are all witty dogs, thought I to myself, trying to make the best of the matter, for I saw it would not do to resent what they said; they can’t mean any harm, though they are certainly very impudent; so I tried to laugh off their banter, but as soon as ever I could, I put down my name and beat a retreat.

On the morrow, the ship was advertised to sail. So the rest of that day I spent in preparations. After in vain trying to sell my fowling-piece for a fair price to chance customers, I was walking up Chatham-street1 with it, when a curly-headed little man with a dark oily face
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