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INTRODUCTION

The first man to sail around the world all alone was a brown-bearded, bald-headed Massachusetts skipper named Slocum. He was fifty-one when he started from Boston on April 24th, 1895 in the Spray, a 37-foot sloop of 9 tons register net which he himself had rebuilt from a derelict hulk. More than three years later, on June 27th, 1898, he dropped anchor in Newport, Rhode Island, having cruised 46,000 miles entirely by sail and entirely alone. He had gone without power, radio, money, advertising sponsor, insurance, or hospitalization. He had crossed the Atlantic to Gibraltar, then crossed it again following Magellan’s course southwestward, gone through the Straits, traversed the Pacific (much of the time with the wheel lashed while he sat below reading, cooking, or mending his clothes), rounded the Cape of Good Hope and crossing the Atlantic for the third time, made it home. Men have gone around the world in small boats since; some, single-handed. But none has made the voyage Slocum made and none has written a book to compare with Sailing Alone Around the World.

Since its first publication fifty-odd years ago, all manner of blue-water men have called it a classic of sailing—which it is. But the Slocum saga in and of itself, that is to say, as literary stuff, is fully as successful as the exploit it tells of. Direct, bluff and vivid; studded with passages of salty vitality, of poetic prose, and of King James English, Sailing Alone Around the World is, first of all, a classic of narrative writing. It is no mere record of events, however, for Slocum is very much alive in his book. Ship-bred and Victorian reticence notwithstanding—which is, incidentally, one of his charms—to the careful reader the captain is rather revealing. And it’s just these revelations into character which provide not only the book’s greatest interest but raise it into the ranks of the best. One might sum up the matter thus: as the first man to sail round the world alone, Captain Joshua Slocum, as surely as Noah, is acknowledged as among the immortals of maritime history. In literary history, on the other hand, he hardly is known at all. Among men of letters, Van Wyck Brooks is one of the few to reckon with him. In The Confident Years he writes that Slocum’s “story might have been described as a nautical equivalent to Thoreau’s account of his life in the hut at Walden.”*

As for courses in American literature in colleges and schools, I know of none in which Slocum is read. In fact his book has been out of print for some time. Twenty years ago, however, the late Professor J. Duncan Spaeth of Princeton University included Sailing Alone in his reading list, American Life and Letters. Some time around the turn of the century, Spaeth had visited the captain and crew of the Spray. “I remember the visit very well,” he has written me, “especially the cabin lined with books. I was struck with the cozy and liveable atmosphere, not like a ‘yacht’ at all but more like that of the master of an old-fashioned full-rigged ship. I remember seeing an edition of Hakluyt’s Voyages, well worn and evidently well read, the classical history of those sea-farers, Drake, Hawkins, and Frobisher, on whose style Slocum’s own was modeled. . . . Slocum was the pioneer author in a genre that has now become popular. . . . Yes, you are right in saying I believed him not only memorable as a navigator but as a writer.”

Sailing Alone Around the World was first published serially in The Century Illustrated Monthly Magazine from September 1899 through March 1900. Publication date of the book by The Century Company was March 24th, 1900. It was a generous-sized and well-designed volume, bound in blue cloth, and embellished with drawings by Thomas Fogarty and George Varian, two of the leading illustrators of the day. Their sketches are authentic as well as delightful for Slocum worked with them. Five thousand copies were struck off to start with while a second printing of 2500 was ordered within a few months. In the course of time fifteen small printings were to follow. The book was published in England in 1900 by Sampson Low, Marston & Co., Ltd. An abridged edition for use in schools was brought out by Charles Scribner’s Sons in 1903.* The Polish rights were sold in 1927. Blue Ribbon Books Inc. brought out in 1930 a popular priced edition. A German translation appeared in 1936, a French edition followed, a new edition in England in 1948, and most recently, also in England, a paper-covered reprint by the tens of thousands. The English are usually discerning in their reading of American authors.

Now at last comes this new edition at home. Truly great records of human experience survive the generations in which they were written. Though the world Slocum sailed in sounds curiously nineteenth century, his predicament remains a twentieth century one.
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Joshua Slocum was a naturalized Yankee. He was born in Nova Scotia, in Annapolis County by the Bay of Fundy, February 20th, 1844. It was a sea-going environment for in those days Nova Scotia had the largest tonnage in proportion to population in the world.

He was the fifth child of Sarah Jane Southern and John Slocomb (sic). His mother was daughter of the keeper of the Southwest Point Light. His father “was the sort of man who, if wrecked on a desolate island, would find his way home if he had a jack-knife and could find a tree.” The Slocombs, of English origin, led by a certain John Slocomb called John the Exile, had gone from the United States to Canada about 1783. John the Exile, a Quaker elder and presumably opposed to war, was a displaced person of the American Revolution. Considered a Loyalist, he had been granted 500 acres by the British and it was on or close by that same farm that Joshua was born.* When the boy was eight the family moved down country to Briar Island where his father made leather fishermen’s boots and where Joshua was set to work with him. But his father did not prosper. And his mother’s health was failing. One surmises conditions were rugged in shop and home. Josh made attempts to run away—at fourteen he was cook on a fishing schooner—till in 1860 when the eleventh child was born and the mother died, he left home for good and went deep-water.

First as ordinary seaman, then as mate, young Joshua made voyages under English and American flags to many parts of the world. In 1869, on the California coast, he obtained his first command. He sailed 13 years out of San Francisco to China, Australia, the Spice Islands and Japan. On January 31st, 1871, he married at Sydney, Australia, an American girl, Virginia Albertina Walker, who for the rest of her life accompanied him on his voyages and by whom he had three sons and a daughter, all born on board ship or in foreign ports. (Virginia died July 25, 1884, age 35, and is buried in Buenos Aires.) Around 1874 Slocum built at Subig Bay, P. I., a steamer for a British marine architect. In 1882 he bought shares in the three-skysailyard ship, Northern Light, which he also commanded. “I had a right to be proud of her for at that time—in the 1880’s—she was the finest American sailing vessel afloat.”* Two years later he sold out his interest and bought the Aquidneck, “a little bark which of all man’s handiwork seemed to me the nearest to perfection of beauty. . . .” In 1886, with his children and a new young wife, Henrietta M. Elliott (1862-1952)—she was a first cousin whom he’d married that year—he set out to trade and carry freight along the South American coast. But in the last days of 1887 the Aquidneck stranded on a sandbar and was wrecked. The crew was paid off out of what could be salved while Slocum, unwilling to return as a castaway, went to work and on the coast of Brazil built a 35-foot canoe. Half Cape Ann dory, half Japanese sampan, and rigged like a Chinese junk, she was the Liberdade, so named because launched on the day the Brazilian slaves were freed. And in her the dauntless Captain and his wife, and oldest and youngest sons sailed to Washington, D. C., 5,500 miles away.

At this point—in the prime of his life—everything had fallen away. The death of his first wife whom he had loved has been noted. He’d experienced cholera aboard the Aquidneck, and smallpox, and a mutiny in which he had shot two men. He had had to stand trial and expense. And then, after all, he had lost the ship which had represented his worldly success. Now his profession was gone as well. The age of steam was fastening upon shipping while Slocum belonged blood and mind to the age of sail. He never again secured another command. There seemed to be no help for him save what he could find in himself. At the nadir of fortune he turned author.

Slocum’s first book, Voyage of the Liberdade, was printed at his own expense by Robinson and Stephenson, Boston, 1890. It got little notice and certainly made no money. Next, Slocum tried his hand at working in shipyards, and fitting out whalers, till “one mid-winter day of 1892, in Boston, where I had been cast up from old ocean, so to speak. . . . I met an old acquaintance, a whaling captain who said: ‘Come to Fairhaven and I’ll give you a ship. But,’ he added, ‘she wants some repairs.’ ”

When Slocum landed at Fairhaven he found that his friend had “something of a joke” on him for the ship in question was an antique oyster boat named Spray. She was propped up in a pasture and had been for many years, along the Acushnet River. Slocum may have liked her lines. Or he may have been simply a match for his whaling friend’s joking. We only know he accepted the offer and then set to work rebuilding her plank by plank. His labors took thirteen months. When the Spray was launched “she sat on the water like a swan,” while her master had found his way to continue faithful to his calling. “I was born in the breezes and I had studied the sea as perhaps few men have studied it, neglecting all else.”

Before Slocum embarked on the chief adventure of his life, he got out, in 1894, his second book, no bigger than a pamphlet, printed at his own expense again though this time as cheaply as possible. Voyage of the Destroyer from New York to Brazil is his footnote to history, an opéra bouffe account of a hazardous nautical enterprise. He had been engaged by Brazilian agents to pilot the Ericsson torpedo boat, Destroyer, to government forces during the naval rebellion. He’d been promised a fortune but received not a bean, not even on a further attempt to collect when later he called in the Spray.

Slocum’s second career, like his first, was about twenty years. Sailor, boat-builder, circumnavigator, newspaper correspondent, author (his books must be among the best ever written by a man who did not set out to be a writer), lecturer, exhibitor at expositions and fairs, friend-maker, shell-hunter, a seller of curios hustling for a dollar, a man who wanted a farm till he got one, a man of little schooling and much reading, he was a type that in the logic of events is passing out of existence.
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Slocum’s generation has moved on but along the New England coast, and especially in the area of Martha’s Vineyard, men and women are living whose lives impinged on his. For with earnings from lecturing and royalties from his book, Captain Joshua, in 1902, bought his first home on land, an old house and acreage on the edge of the village of West Tisbury, Mass.* There, with retired whaling captains for neighbors, he became a farmer for a season or two. He planted an orchard and experimented with the growing of hops on the place which he called Fag End. But it was not the end. Not while the Spray, his heart’s true abode, lay waiting in some Vineyard harbor.

In autumn of 1905-1906 Slocum sailed once more, alone in the Spray, the West Indies his destination. He was back with the spring but he did not stay. He sailed down again the next year and the next. Vineyarders said he would plant his bones in that boat. Perhaps they were right. For in the fall of 1909, age 65, alone as usual, and in the Spray, Slocum started out on another grand design. His idea was to explore the Orinoco, to sail up that river and into the Rio Negro; thence into the Amazon and down its long course to the Western Ocean, and that way home. But he has not been heard from since. He was given up as lost with the Spray—not a trace of either was ever found—and some years later declared legally dead as of November 14th, the date on which he set sail.*

If Slocum is at rest in some shoreless deep, in the pages of his book his spirit is sailing on. The story of his odyssey will stand reading over and over. For his voyage was made in the right direction, not speeding away from his spiritual self but moving inward while traveling with the winds. And thus he discovered a world with flavor and juice and meaning.

I think of him as the poet-sailor, an old knight of action and Yankee trader, combining courage with attention to the business at hand; a solitary venturer listening to the inner voice rather than to the crowd and following it at all cost; one of the mystic, self-sufficient breed whose writing has the power to invigorate and refresh.

WALTER MAGNES TELLER

* In his chapter on Jack London, p. 233, footnote. London is the best known of those who’ve sought to emulate Slocum or go him one better. In the opening sentences of The Cruise of the Snark, he writes, “We talked about small boats, and the seaworthiness of small boats. We instanced Captain Slocum and his three years voyage around the world in the Spray.” One notes in passing that Slocum was a navigator who wrote, London a writer who navigated. Both dared greatly, built boats, made voyages, and afterwards wrote them up. Yet the differences are more striking than the similarities. To mention only a couple: the Snark was built by cheating contractors at a cost of [image: image]30,000; the Spray by Slocum himself, solidly, for an outlay of [image: image]553.62. London’s story is of “the inconceivable and monstrous.” Slocum’s is of quiet enjoyment, of serene confidence in himself and his Maker.

* It was called, as once every school boy might have known, Around the World in the Sloop Spray, A Geographical Reader Describing Captain Joshua Slocum’s Voyage Alone Around the World, by Captain Joshua Slocum. Illustrated. The editing was done by Dr. Edward R. Shaw (1850-1903), professor and later dean at the School of Pedagogy, New York University. Previously Shaw had worked over Robinson Crusoe, and Two Years Before the Mast. Though his abridgments were a bit of American childishness, Shaw was keen in noting a contemporary’s kinship with the classics. Slocum’s great book, like Defoe’s or Dana’s, can, of course, be read as a juvenile if one wants to ignore what it’s really about.

* A Short History of the Slocum, Slocumb and Slocomb Families, 1637-1908, by Charles Elihu Slocum, M.D., Defiance, Ohio. Published by the author. Vol. I, 1882, Vol. II, 1908.

* Not to be confused with the clipper ship of the same name designed by Samuel Pook and built in 1851 at South Boston by Briggs Brothers. The ship Slocum commanded was built at Quincy, Massachusetts by George Thomas and launched in 1872.

* For some details of Slocum’s Vineyard years and a sampling of Vineyarders’ memories of him, see my article, Any Word of Captain Slocum? in the Vineyard Gazette (Edgartown, Massachusetts, June 19th, 1953, Vol. 108, No. 8, Section 2, p. 1 ff.)

* In The Dictionary of American Biography the date of his disappearance is given as 1908 which is incorrect.
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SAILING ALONE AROUND
THE WORLD

CHAPTER I

A blue-nose ancestry with Yankee proclivities—Youthful fondness for the sea—Master of the ship Northern Light—Loss of the Aquidneck—Return home from Brazil in the canoe Liberdade—The gift of a “ship”—The rebuilding of the Spray—Conundrums in regard to finance and calking—The launching of the Spray.

IN the fair land of Nova Scotia, a maritime province, there is a ridge called North Mountain, overlooking the Bay of Fundy on one side and the fertile Annapolis valley on the other. On the northern slope of the range grows the hardy spruce-tree, well adapted for ship-timbers, of which many vessels of all classes have been built. The people of this coast, hardy, robust, and strong, are disposed to compete in the world’s commerce, and it is nothing against the master mariner if the birthplace mentioned on his certificate be Nova Scotia. I was born in a cold spot, on coldest North Mountain, on a cold February 20, though I am a citizen of the United States—a naturalized Yankee, if it may be said that Nova Scotians are not Yankees in the truest sense of the word. On both sides my family were sailors; and if any Slocum should be found not seafaring, he will show at least an inclination to whittle models of boats and contemplate voyages. My father was the sort of man who, if wrecked on a desolate island, would find his way home, if he had a jack-knife and could find a tree. He was a good judge of a boat, but the old clay farm which some calamity made his was an anchor to him. He was not afraid of a capful of wind, and he never took a back seat at a camp-meeting or a good, old-fashioned revival.

As for myself, the wonderful sea charmed me from the first. At the age of eight I had already been afloat along with other boys on the bay, with chances greatly in favor of being drowned. When a lad I filled the important post of cook on a fishing-schooner; but I was not long in the galley, for the crew mutinied at the appearance of my first duff, and “chucked me out” before I had a chance to shine as a culinary artist. The next step toward the goal of happiness found me before the mast in a full-rigged ship bound on a foreign voyage. Thus I came “over the bows,” and not in through the cabin windows, to the command of a ship.

My best command was that of the magnificent ship Northern Light, of which I was part-owner. I had a right to be proud of her, for at that time—in the eighties—she was the finest American sailing-vessel afloat. Afterward I owned and sailed the Aquidneck, a little bark which of all man’s handiwork seemed to me the nearest to perfection of beauty, and which in speed, when the wind blew, asked no favors of steamers. I had been nearly twenty years a shipmaster when I quit her deck on the coast of Brazil, where she was wrecked. My home voyage to New York with my family was made in the canoe Liberdade, without accident.

[image: image]

Drawn by W. Taber.

The Northern Light, Captain Joshua Slocum, bound for Liverpool, 1885.

My voyages were all foreign. I sailed as freighter and trader principally to China, Australia, and Japan, and among the Spice Islands. Mine was not the sort of life to make one long to coil up one’s ropes on land, the customs and ways of which I had finally almost forgotten. And so when times for freighters got bad, as at last they did, and I tried to quit the sea, what was there for an old sailor to do? I was born in the breezes, and I had studied the sea as perhaps few men have studied it, neglecting all else. Next in attractiveness, after seafaring, came ship-building. I longed to be master in both professions, and in a small way, in time, I accomplished my desire. From the decks of stout ships in the worst gales I had made calculations as to the size and sort of ship safest for all weather and all seas. Thus the voyage which I am now to narrate was a natural outcome not only of my love of adventure, but of my lifelong experience.

One midwinter day of 1892, in Boston, where I had been cast up from old ocean, so to speak, a year or two before, I was cogitating whether I should apply for a command, and again eat my bread and butter on the sea, or go to work at the shipyard, when I met an old acquaintance, a whaling-captain, who said: “Come to Fairhaven and I’ll give you a ship. But,” he added, “she wants some repairs.” The captain’s terms, when fully explained, were more than satisfactory to me. They included all the assistance I would require to fit the craft for sea. I was only too glad to accept, for I had already found that I could not obtain work in the shipyard without first paying fifty dollars to a society, and as for a ship to command—there were not enough ships to go round. Nearly all our tall vessels had been cut down for coal-barges, and were being ignominiously towed by the nose from port to port, while many worthy captains addressed themselves to Sailors’ Snug Harbor.

The next day I landed at Fairhaven, opposite New Bedford, and found that my friend had something of a joke on me. For seven years the joke had been on him. The “ship” proved to be a very antiquated sloop called the Spray, which the neighbors declared had been built in the year 1. She was affectionately propped up in a field, some distance from salt water, and was covered with canvas. The people of Fairhaven, I hardly need say, are thrifty and observant. For seven years they had asked, “I wonder what Captain Eben Pierce is going to do with the old Spray?” The day I appeared there was a buzz at the gossip exchange: at last some one had come and was actually at work on the old Spray. “Breaking her up, I s’pose?” “No; going to rebuild her.” Great was the amazement. “Will it pay?” was the question which for a year or more I answered by declaring that I would make it pay.

My ax felled a stout oak-tree near by for a keel, and Farmer Howard, for a small sum of money, hauled in this and enough timbers for the frame of the new vessel. I rigged a steam-box and a pot for a boiler. The timbers for ribs, being straight saplings, were dressed and steamed till supple, and then bent over a log, where they were secured till set. Something tangible appeared every day to show for my labor, and the neighbors made the work sociable. It was a great day in the Spray shipyard when her new stem was set up and fastened to the new keel. Whaling-captains came from far to survey it. With one voice they pronounced it “A 1,” and in their opinion “fit to smash ice.” The oldest captain shook my hand warmly when the breast-hooks were put in, declaring that he could see no reason why the Spray should not “cut in bow-head” yet off the coast of Greenland. The much-esteemed stem-piece was from the butt of the smartest kind of a pasture oak. It afterward split a coral patch in two at the Keeling Islands, and did not receive a blemish. Better timber for a ship than pasture white oak never grew. The breast-hooks, as well as all the ribs, were of this wood, and were steamed and bent into shape as required. It was hard upon March when I began work in earnest; the weather was cold; still, there were plenty of inspectors to back me with advice. When a whaling-captain hove in sight I just rested on my adz awhile and “gammed” with him.

New Bedford, the home of whaling-captains, is connected with Fairhaven by a bridge, and the walking is good. They never “worked along up” to the shipyard too often for me. It was the charming tales about arctic whaling that inspired me to put a double set of breast-hooks in the Spray, that she might shunt ice.

The seasons came quickly while I worked. Hardly were the ribs of the sloop up before apple-trees were in bloom. Then the daisies and the cherries came soon after. Close by the place where the old Spray had now dissolved rested the ashes of John Cook, a revered Pilgrim father. So the new Spray rose from hallowed ground. From the deck of the new craft I could put out my hand and pick cherries that grew over the little grave. The planks for the new vessel, which I soon came to put on, were of Georgia pine an inch and a half thick. The operation of putting them on was tedious, but, when on, the calking was easy. The outward edges stood slightly open to receive the calking, but the inner edges were so close that I could not see daylight between them. All the butts were fastened by through bolts, with screw-nuts tightening them to the timbers, so that there would be no complaint from them. Many bolts with screw-nuts were used in other parts of the construction, in all about a thousand. It was my purpose to make my vessel stout and strong.
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Cross-section of the Spray.

Now, it is a law in Lloyd’s that the Jane repaired all out of the old until she is entirely new is still the Jane, The Spray changed her being so gradually that it was hard to say at what point the old died or the new took birth, and it was no matter. The bulwarks I built up of white-oak stanchions fourteen inches high, and covered with seven-eighth-inch white pine. These stanchions, mortised through a two-inch covering-board, I calked with thin cedar wedges. They have remained perfectly tight ever since. The deck I made of one-and-a-half-inch by three-inch white pine spiked to beams, six by six inches, of yellow or Georgia pine, placed three feet apart. The deck-inclosures were one over the aperture of the main hatch, six feet by six, for a cooking-galley, and a trunk farther aft, about ten feet by twelve, for a cabin. Both of these rose about three feet above the deck, and were sunk sufficiently into the hold to afford head-room. In the spaces along the sides of the cabin, under the deck, I arranged a berth to sleep in, and shelves for small storage, not forgetting a place for the medicine-chest. In the midship hold, that is, the space between cabin and galley, under the deck, was room for provision of water, salt beef, etc., ample for many months.

The hull of my vessel being now put together as strongly as wood and iron could make her, and the various rooms partitioned off, I set about “calking ship.” Grave fears were entertained by some that at this point I should fail. I myself gave some thought to the advisability of a “professional calker.” The very first blow I struck on the cotton with the calking-iron, which I thought was right, many others thought wrong. “It ’ll crawl!” cried a man from Marion, passing with a basket of clams on his back. “It ’ll crawl!” cried another from West Island, when he saw me driving cotton into the seams. Bruno simply wagged his tail. Even Mr. Ben J——, a noted authority on whalingships, whose mind, however, was said to totter, asked rather confidently if I did not think “it would crawl.” “How fast will it crawl?” cried my old captain friend, who had been towed by many a lively sperm-whale. “Tell us how fast,” cried
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