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Robinson Crusoe, shipwrecked, clings desperately to a rock.
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Crusoe builds a bonfire as a signal to a vessel.



























Chapter I
MAROON


He stands alone on the shoreline. He is such a savage sight that the six oarsmen in the approaching ship’s boat take quick glances over their shoulders as they row closer. His legs and callused feet are bare, and the hairy pelts of animals cover his upper thighs and body. He has stitched the skins together into an uncouth jacket, using rawhide thongs. A clumsy, rough cap of the same material protects his head. The coarse animal hair on the pelts merges with the overflow of his long beard and his wild mat of hair so that he resembles a shaggy animal, excited and reared up on two legs.


The two officers in the boat, Captain Thomas Dover and Second Mate Robert Frye, scan the stony beach, trying to judge the best place to land, and the hairy creature waves to them urgently, pointing to a suitable spot. He then rushes forward to greet them as they splash ashore. The visitors are too astonished to speak as the apparition, choking with emotion, throws his arms around the new arrivals and hugs them. The hirsute man has not been able to tan the skins he wears. They reek as when they clothed their original owners, the wild goats of the island. The man stinks.


The Duke’s yawl finds him. Three weeks earlier Captain Woodes Rogers had steered his thirty-gun “private ship of war” around Cape Horn after a difficult four-month passage from Cork in Ireland, and slipped furtively into the Pacific. He and Captain Stephen Courtney of the accompanying twenty-six-gun Duchess then lay course for an uninhabited island nearly 400 miles off the coast of Chile. This is poachers’ thinking. The remote island is well away from the usual shipping lanes and will be a temporary base where the crews, more than three hundred men packed in the two cramped, damp ships, can go ashore to stretch their legs and recuperate from their grueling voyage. Then they will launch a surprise attack on the coast of Chile.


The two captains carry licenses to justify this predatory behavior. Their “letters of marque and reprisal,” written in florid legal language by government clerks in London, give them leave to harry the enemies of the king of Great Britain. In the year 1709 the King’s enemies include all subjects and allies of the Spanish crown. In return the Spanish regard such raiders as pirates, and use that blunt word to describe them. They also suspect, rightly, that some of the sailors aboard the raiding vessels are ex-buccaneers who have conducted previous hit-and-run raids along the coast of what is modern-day Chile and Peru. If the Spanish authorities can catch them, the luckier ones may be exchanged for ransom, but most will spend the rest of their lives in prison or as slave labor. A few, positively identified for their crimes, will face execution.


So it is a shock when the ships’ lookouts spot a light burning on the heights of the island. The two vessels first glimpse the distant outline of land at seven o’clock on the morning of 31 January. The island lies to the west of their track, and they immediately turn toward it. But the new course is upwind and neither vessel is a swift sailer. They make such slow progress that by noon the following day they are wallowing through the swell and are still some four leagues from their landfall. Aboard the Duke  Dr. Thomas Dover impetuously asks for the pinnace to be lowered and manned so that he can be rowed ashore. His wish is granted because he is one of the English shareholders who invested the substantial sum of fourteen thousand pounds to arm and victual the two ships, and he holds the rank of “second captain.” Later he will become famous for creating a patent medicine based on opium resin. Dover’s Powder will be a stock item of ships’ medicine chests for the next two hundred years, prescribed for colds, coughs, insomnia, rheumatism, and dysentery. But its headstrong inventor is no mariner. The distance to the island is too far to row. When darkness falls, the doctor’s boat has still some way to go and the watchers aboard the ships become alarmed. It is obvious that the pinnace will have to turn back and in the darkness may miss the ships altogether. The Duke and Duchess sling lanterns in the rigging to guide home the strays and fire off muskets and a gun on the quarterdeck to help them get their bearings. The lookouts peer into the darkness for signs of the returning boat. This is when they distinctly see a point of light. They think at first that it is a lantern aboard the pinnace, but soon realize that the flare must come from a bonfire on land.


This is very ominous. It had been presumed that there was no one living on the island. A bonfire means human presence. Dr. Dover could not have lit the fire because the pinnace reappears out of the darkness at midnight, and her crew report that they failed to set foot ashore. The obvious explanation for the light is that the Spaniards have garrisoned the island. If so, the privateers risk a fiasco. The garrison could already have sent word to the mainland, warning about the arrival of foreign vessels, and the raiders would have lost the all-important element of surprise. But the Spaniards are not the first foe who spring to mind: England is at war with France, and Woodes Rogers and his officers fear that a hostile French squadron has entered the Pacific ahead of them and taken possession of the strategic island. “We are all convinced the light is on the shore, and design to make our ships ready to engage, believing them to be French Ships at anchor,” Woodes Rogers writes in his account of the voyage published three years later.


But he also notes that his own ship and the Duchess have “a great many Men down with the Cold, and some with Scurvy,” and as overall commander of the privateering enterprise he knows that some invalids will die if they are not gotten ashore for treatment. So he has little choice but to proceed with the original plan of landing on Juan Fernandez.


He orders the two ships to prepare to fight any enemy and slowly keeps his course, timing his approach so as to arrive in full daylight. As the sun rises on the morning of February 2, the lookouts grow more puzzled by the hour. There is no sign of human activity on shore. The steep green hills of the island seem utterly deserted.


The Duke edges round the island, cautiously leading the way. Her pilot, William Dampier, is an ex-buccaneer and he was here four years earlier on a similar raid. He is aware that the best place to moor the vessels is in a shallow bay on the northeast shore. When the anchorage comes into view, there is still nothing to be seen. Not a ship in the bay, no boat drawn up on the beach, not even a hut or a wisp of smoke rising from the thick vegetation which clothes the slopes that rise in a steep bowl from the small area of flat ground close to the water’s edge. The place looks as though no living soul has set foot there since the beginning of time. The ships are still tacking slowly into the anchorage, making sluggish headway against the fluky and unpredictable wind that blows in sudden gusts from the high ground, when the impatient second captain, Dr. Dover, again decides to lead a reconnaissance. Dover takes the Duke’s yawl, six oarsmen, and the second mate, and heads off for the beach even before the ships have dropped anchor.


The man in goatskins sighted them the previous evening. Months earlier he had cut a supply of firewood and stacked it ready for use. Last night he stayed up tending the blaze so that it would serve as a beacon, unaware that the bright point of light risked scaring away his rescuers. He has also cooked some goat’s meat, knowing the sea-weary crews would relish it. Now he offers to show his visitors the secret hut where he lives. It is scarcely a mile away but the undergrowth is so thick, and the path so difficult, that only Robert Frye, the second mate, accompanies the hairy islander as he pushes his way through the brushwood, protected by his goatskin jacket. Frye arrives at a modest shelter made of branches and thatched with local grass. The interior has been lined with more goatskins. The only furnishings are a sea chest, a cooking pot, and some worn bedding, together with a musket that lacks gunpowder and a makeshift knife fashioned by rubbing down an iron hoop into a blade. Significantly, there are also some navigation instruments and a basic library comprising several books of navigational tables, as well as some devotional texts, and a Bible. Nearby is a second, smaller hut which the man uses as his kitchen. He says he has been living there for four years and four months, on his own.


Aboard the Duke, Captain Woodes Rogers is becoming anxious to know what is keeping the yawl so long. He sends the pinnace to investigate, and the boat returns almost immediately, carrying the wild-looking stranger and a scrabbling, clattering cargo of large bright pink crayfish, which the men in the yawl have found crawling in great numbers in the shallows. Rogers hospitably offers the newcomer a drink, but he declines. He has not touched a drop of alcohol since he has been on the island, he says, and he no longer has the habit. It is difficult to understand what he is saying. He speaks slowly, dragging out his words and dividing them into halves as though he has been losing the power of speech during his long period of isolation. Curiously, the same phenomenon will later be noticed of dogs abandoned on the island. It will be claimed that they temporarily lose the ability to bark, and only regain their voices when they are returned to the company of other dogs.


The newcomer identifies himself. He is Alexander Selkirk, born in Scotland and a mariner by profession. He is now thirty- three years old and last saw a friendly face when he was twenty-nine. He has kept track of his time on the island by carving marks into a tree to record the months and days. During his four years of solitary existence he has seen several ships pass by. But they were always Spanish vessels, and he was too frightened to attract their attention for fear of what might happen to him. Usually the Spanish ships maintained their course and steered past the island, but on one occasion two ships came right into the bay, dropped anchor, and put men ashore. They caught a glimpse of him, fired shots, and chased after him. Dodging back into the bushes, he ran off and scrambled up a tree to hide. His hunters paused right underneath him while one of them urinated against the tree trunk, but they did not glance above their heads and failed to notice him. The Spaniards shot several goats for their larder, then abandoned their human chase and sailed away, confident that they were leaving the fugitive to harmless solitude.


The Scotsman also volunteers the surprising information that he is not a castaway, but had chosen to be on the island by himself, at least at the beginning. He had come ashore from the privateer galley Cinque  Ports, where he was sailing master, after quarreling with her captain, Thomas Stradling. The galley had been in need of an overhaul after a series of mismanaged raids on the mainland, and Stradling had decided to bring his leaky vessel to the island to make repairs. Selkirk detested his captain so heartily that when the galley was ready to leave, Selkirk refused to sail with her. The vessel was still unfit for sea, in his opinion, and he would rather stay behind on the island. Clearly, Stradling was sick of his cantankerous crewman and swiftly granted his request. He set Selkirk ashore with his personal baggage, a pound of gunpowder and some shot for his musket, a small quantity of tobacco, and a little food. It will later be claimed that Selkirk suffered a change of heart at the last minute. As the ship’s boat began to row away, he ran down into the water and shouted out to departing boat, begging to be taken back aboard. Stradling is alleged to have called back, mocking him and telling him that he was glad to be rid of him. Technically, therefore, Alexander Selkirk is a maroon, someone purposely left ashore on a deserted island or coast to fend for himself.


Unexpectedly, the Duke’s pilot vouches for Selkirk. He recognizes the Scotsman as a former shipmate and says that he was the best man aboard the Cinque Ports. Rogers realizes that finding Selkirk is a stroke of good fortune for his own enterprise. The navigation instruments kept in the Scotsman’s hut indicate that he knows how to find his way at sea, and clearly he has firsthand knowledge of the poorly charted South American coast. So Woodes Rogers loses no time in offering Selkirk a post as mate aboard the Duke; when the Scotsman accepts, Rogers dispatches him back to the beach to assist the shore parties.


Selkirk guides Dr. Dover and his assistants to the places where they can gather wild turnips, watercress, and native greenstuffs. These will help to cure the ships’ scurvy-stricken invalids, who are brought ashore and housed in tents made of sails stretched between the trees. In the following days Selkirk also leads shore parties on goat hunting expeditions and astonishes them with his technique. After years of living on the mountainous island, he is so fit and agile that he does not shoot the goats. He simply runs after them until he overtakes them, then grabs one. The only time a goat can outpace him is when it is running downhill. He catches up with a wild goat in the space of a few minutes and comes back with the bleating animal draped across his shoulders. On one occasion he returns with two goats in his clutch. When the hunters bring a dog ashore from the Duke to help them, Selkirk outruns that animal too. It is a bulldog, a breed not known for its speed, and the Scotsman leaves it far behind. Selkirk explains to his visitors that he learned to catch goats by hand after he had used up the pound of gunpowder that the begrudging Captain Stradling had allowed him. In the end he became so deft that he had turned the chase into a sport. Catching a goat, he would mark the animal by slitting its ears, and let it go. He calculates that his total catch over the years is four hundred animals. The sailors soon take to calling him the Governor in amused reference to his mastery of the little island kingdom he has made his home for so long.


Only two of the scurvy victims die—a very light toll in the opinion of Woodes Rogers—and within ten days the other convalescents have recovered their health enough for the privateers to make ready to leave the island. Barrels of fresh water are taken aboard, and eighty casks of oil the sailors have boiled down from the blubber of the sea lions and seals who breed in huge colonies along the shore. The roaring and groaning of these animals fill the air for miles around, so much so that Selkirk says that noise frightened him when he first came ashore. The sailors from the Duke and Duchess must carry sticks to beat a path through the cumbersome animals as they lounge on the beach. Their blubber oil provides fuel for lamps and grease for cooking, and some of the sailors develop a taste for seal meat, though most prefer goat flesh. Three days before departure Rogers sends two boats with Selkirk and a gang of hunters to take a batch of wild goats from the western end of the island. According to Selkirk, it is home to very large numbers of the animals, though he has never been able to get there because access is too steep and rocky. On arrival, the hunters find that once again the Governor is correct. They count more than a thousand goats, but bungle the roundup. Most of the animals escape over a cliff, and the hunters bring back only nineteen for the expedition larder.


As the two ships sail for their surprise attack on the mainland coast, Woodes Rogers observes in his journal that Selkirk needs time to adapt to normal shipboard life. His feet swell up and hurt when he tries to wear shoes, and he has difficulty eating the ship’s food. There was no salt on Selkirk’s island—a reason why he could not cure his goatskins properly—and for a long time he finds it hard to digest the ship’s rations, which are heavily salted for preservation. His diet for four years has been based on fresh goat meat, fresh vegetables, and wild plants. In the beginning he also ate many crayfish “as big as lobsters” because they were so easy to catch in the shallows. But eventually he got so tired of the taste of crayfish, whether boiled or roasted, that he could eat them only “as jellies,” a seafarer’s term for shipboard food that was neither solid nor salted. Fishing was also very easy, but for some reason the fish he caught gave him diarrhea, so he stopped catching them. Woodes Rogers notes also that Selkirk remains taciturn and withdrawn. But this may be the Scotsman’s natural character, because his restrained manner does not detract from the performance of his duties. Selkirk has now joined a much more successful enterprise than his venture with the odious Captain Stradling. Selkirk will learn, probably with grim satisfaction, that his former commander met his just deserts after the marooning. His patched-up ship foundered on the mainland coast, and several of the crew drowned. The others, including Stradling, managed to get away from the wreck on rafts. The Spaniards captured them and threw them into prison.


Woodes Rogers, by contrast, now has a run of good luck. His force intercepts one small ship after another and robs their passengers at swordpoint. The marauders hold to ransom several coastal towns, and steadily amass a treasure in pieces of eight, gold necklaces and chains, and silver sword handles and plate. The only real disappointment is their failure to capture the larger of the two Manila Galleons bringing this year’s shipment of treasure from the Philippines to Acapulco. The smaller galleon strikes her flag after a stiff sea fight, during which a bullet hits Woodes Rogers in the upper left cheek and carries away part of the jaw, so that some of his teeth drop out on deck. With one treasure ship taken, Rogers then doggedly sets off to intercept the larger, richer galleon, but she proves to be too powerful, though Rogers presses home the attack with his usual determination, lying on the deck in a pool of blood after a flying splinter strikes his heel.


Selkirk behaves admirably throughout the expedition. He leads boat crews on raids along the rivers and is appointed to command one of the prizes. By the time the Duke and Duchess eventually drop anchor in London, having sailed right round the world to get there, Selkirk’s share of the prize money is calculated to be worth £800. This is a very considerable reward at a time when a shopkeeper might expect to earn £45 a year, though just how much of the £800 he actually receives is uncertain because the division of the expedition’s spoils will be contested through the courts for years to come. Selkirk himself has been away for eight years, one month, and three days.


The successful return of the privateers in October 1711 causes a sensation. There are excited reports that the original investors will make more than 500 percent profit. Dr. Dover, for example, eventually collects £2,755, including “storm money” (£100) and “plunder money” (£24). Tavern gossips savor the tales of desperate battles and the whiff of gunpowder. Educated society picks over the descriptions of strange lands, their plants and animals, and the hitherto unknown customs of their natives. Edward Cooke, second captain of the Duchess, quickly publishes a book about his experiences on the expedition, A Voyage to the South Sea, and soon afterward Woodes Rogers does the same; his volume is titled A  Cruising Voyage Round the World. Both volumes describe the bizarre episode of picking up the solitary islander dressed in his goatskins, and Selkirk becomes a celebrity. The essayist Richard Steele will claim in issue number 26 of his magazine The Englishman, published on 3 December 1713, that he met and interviewed Selkirk, though this may have been a journalistic fabrication. Steele writes that even if he had not known Selkirk’s story before he met him, there was something about the Scotsman’s demeanor that suggests that the man had been “much separated from Company.” There was a “strong but cheerful seriousness in his Look, and a certain disregard for the ordinary things about him as if he had been sunk in thought.” Steele makes the point that it must have been an extraordinary experience for a mariner like Selkirk who had spent his working life in the close company of sailors crammed aboard ship, suddenly to be left to live on his own. Steele also publishes the surprising assertion that Selkirk did not want to be rescued by the Duke and Duchess. All he wanted was to help the sailors with the gift of fresh supplies and send them on their way. According to Steele, now that the Scotsman was back in normal life, he felt he was worse off than when he was on the island. Steele quotes Selkirk as saying, “I am now worth 800 Pounds, but shall never be so happy” as when I was not worth a Farthing.”


Steele has his own reasons for portraying “the Governor” as a disillusioned man. Steele is promoting the theory that a man is most content when he lives a simple life. According to Steele, Selkirk managed to survive cheerfully on his island with only rudimentary food and shelter and therefore “this plain man’s story is a memorable example of that he is happiest who confines his Wants to natural necessities.” Steele underlines his message by claiming that when he met Selkirk in the street some time later, the process had been reversed. Selkirk had readapted to society, just as he had grown accustomed to wearing shoes again. Day-to-day contact with people had removed all trace of loneliness, and Steele scarcely recognized him.


Alexander Selkirk should now have faded into the background. He was not the only mariner to be rescued from a lonely shore and to tell of his adventures, and the remainder of his life was away from the spot- light. He went to Scotland to visit his family and stayed there for about two years, presumably living off his prize money as it was dribbled out to former crew members by the shareholder consortium. By March 1717 he moved to London, where he entered into a “marriage”—whether formal or informal is not clear—with a Scottish girl, Sophia Bruce.


So he was probably in London when advertisements began to appear in the London newspapers announcing the publication of a romantic novel. The picture on the front page of the book bears a conspicuous resemblance to Selkirk himself. The engraving is the book’s only illustration and shows a rather melancholy-looking man standing on the shore of an island, gazing inland. He is dressed in a goatskin coat belted at the waist over shaggy breeches, his feet and shins are bare, and he has a heavy beard. On his head is an odd-looking conical hat. The man carries a flintlock musket on each shoulder—one more gun than Selkirk possessed—and the barrel of a pistol can just be seen, tucked into his belt. A bowl-hilted sword hangs behind him and completes his armament. Even if Selkirk himself did not recognize the resemblance, others certainly did. As far as they were concerned, Alexander Selkirk, former sailing master of the Cinque Ports, was the true-life model for The Life and  Strange Surprizing Adventures of Robinson Crusoe . . . etc etc Written by  Himself.


In a drawer in a second-floor office in the Old Customs House in Edinburgh lies a small cup. Six inches high, it is shaped like a burgundy glass. But it is not made of glass. The bowl is fashioned from the thin shell of a nut. It has a warm sheen, the color of café au lait, and resembles a small hollow Easter egg with its top neatly sliced off. Someone has scratched a simple chevron pattern around the outside of the bowl with the point of a knife. The stem and base of the cup are of fine rosewood, turned and polished, and were clearly added much later to create the resemblance to a wine goblet. Riveted around the upper rim of the cup is a silver band. It bears the inscription THE CUP OF ALEX. SELKIRK WHILST IN JUAN FERNANDEZ 1704–07. 




“I think it is genuine,” said Dr. David Caulfield, curator of antiquities for the Royal Museum of Scotland. “The cup was purchased in the nineteenth century from Alexander Selkirk’s family in Fife. It was bought by a local land owner, who donated it to the Museum of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland. From there it passed to us.” The Old Customs House serves as an outbuilding for the museum, and Dr. Caulfield had promptly agreed to my request to see the Selkirk relics. According to the Royal Museum’s records, the cup was sold by a “poor widow” in the village of Largo, Selkirk’s native place. She was seventy-eight years old and a direct descendant in the fourth generation of Alexander Selkirk, mariner. At the time of the sale the widow claimed that the nut-cup originally possessed a silver stem and base, but these had been removed by her father. “I believe that Sir Walter Scott paid for the silver band to be added to the rim, with its inscription,” continued the curator. “I will show you our other piece of Selkirk memorabilia—his sea chest.”


He led me down to the ground floor and into a bleak stockroom with bare walls and row upon row of what could have been bookcases. Instead of books they held anonymous packages wrapped in dusty plastic sheeting. Packages too big to find space on the shelves had been stacked on the bare cement floor. He pulled aside a plastic sheet. It covered a substantial oblong box, two feet deep, eighteen inches wide, and three feet long. It looked like a large version of the sturdy plywood boxes British children used to take to boarding school to hold their personal possessions, except that its lid was curved instead of flat, and it was made of dark red timber, perhaps mahogany or cedar. The letters A.S., about two inches high, were lightly carved on the front lefthand corner of the battered and scuffed lid. I unfastened the metal hasp and swung up the lid. The impression of a school box was reinforced by the presence of a little side compartment, the place where schoolchildren were required to stow their pens and pencils. There was a yellowing piece of notepaper stuck on the inside of the lid. Written in ink in a sloping hand were the words “The Sea Chest which belonged to Alexander Selkirk the prototype of Robinson Crusoe.”


“I think the chest could also be genuine,” said the curator. “It was acquired by the same collector, at the same time, and from the same source as the drinking cup. Somewhere—though we don’t have it in the museum—there is also a musket said to be the same one Selkirk used on Juan Fernandez. It has the date 1705 carved on the stock. But the gun appears to have been manufactured at a later date, and so it is probably a fake. I seem to recall that there are at least two other “Selkirk muskets” in circulation. Both are supposed to have been the gun he brought back from his island, but they have never been authenticated.


I wondered about the sea chest. It seemed too big and bulky to have been toted aboard Woodes Rogers’s ship when Selkirk was rescued from his island, and then to survive the round-the-world voyage. And how had it arrived in Largo intact? If the chest belonged to Selkirk, then it probably dated from his later days in the Royal Navy. There was a line of four broad arrow marks stamped along the rear edge of the lid. They could have been government stamps, or perhaps they were old museum marks. As for the curious drinking cup, I was puzzled. It was described in the catalogues as a “coconut shell.” What sort of coconut tree could have provided a nut of that size—only three and a quarter inches deep and two and a half inches in diameter. Did dwarf coconuts grow on the island where Selkirk was marooned? Or was it something he had collected at another landfall on his round-the-world voyage?


I suspected that there was much more to be learned of Selkirk’s life as a maroon than the testimony provided by one or two souvenirs he brought home with him. If I visited the island where he was stranded, would I find practical details that would throw more light on what really happened to him during those four lonely years? And if I did find those extra details, how many of them, I wondered, were really echoed in the story of Robinson Crusoe?


My visit to the Royal Museum of Scotland was the essential first step in a much larger quest. I wanted to examine the truth behind our universal image of the maroon, Robinson Crusoe. My curiosity, I knew, ought to question much more than the single tale of Alexander Selkirk. There were other maroons and castaways who lived through similar adventures at much the same time, men of Selkirk’s period who were also shipwrecked, abandoned, or accidentally stranded in remote locations. Several had written graphic accounts of their escapades. They had described how they struggled to survive, and how they tried to escape their predicament. Their stories were less well known than Selkirk’s, but they were central to my investigation because their narratives were autobiographical and not, like Selkirk’s, based on secondhand observation. Such tales were yardsticks against which to compare the imaginary world of Robinson Crusoe and, by the same measure, judge Selkirk’s particular experience. Already I had resolved to visit the scenes of their adventures and see those places in the context of being a maroon or a castaway in the early eighteenth century. A goblet made from a coconut and a mysterious dark-red sea chest were only the first clues along the trail.


Daniel Defoe neither denied nor confirmed that Selkirk was the model for his hero in The Life and Strange Surprizing Adventures of  Robinson Crusoe. Defoe was a secretive man and was busy writing a sequel to cash in on his novel’s stunning success. Robinson Crusoe was a publishing phenomenon. Readers scrambled to buy it. A second edition appeared within two weeks, and another less than a month later in two versions from two different printers. By mid-August the authorized publisher had churned out four editions and was farming out the printing to subcontractors in order to harvest maximum sales before imitators began to issue illegal copies. The literary hyenas were quick on the scent. There were at least four bogus versions on the market at year’s end, and a popular journal brazenly began to serialize the novel for its readers in seventy-seven installments, without asking the author’s permission. Daniel Defoe was soon identified as that author, but he chose not to put his name to the sequel, the Farther Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, which he dashed off in less than four months. By then the leading character has little resemblance to Selkirk. In the second volume Robinson Crusoe pays a short return visit to his island, which is now a prosperous colony, makes several trading trips in the East Indies, and—an old man—comes home by the overland route through China and Siberia. And there was no echo at all of Selkirk in the third and final volume to appear with Robinson Crusoe in its title, as Defoe wrung the last scrap of advantage from his original publishing triumph. Serious Reflections during the Life  and Surprizing Adventures of Robinson Crusoe was a dull book of moralizing, and it sank without trace.


But The Life and Strange Surprizing Adventures continued to delight its readers. They relished the practical details of how Robinson Crusoe, the sole survivor of a shipwreck, manages to build himself a house, grow crops, and live quite comfortably by a mix of inventiveness and hard work. Defoe had a genius for describing his hero’s thoughts and worries, and he made Crusoe so plausible that many of his readers empathized with him in his predicament. Friday appears conveniently on the scene just when the narrative might be getting tedious, and there follows plenty of action with battles against cannibals and the arrival of a European ship in the hands of piratical mutineers whom Crusoe outwits, and thus manages his escape from the island.


The book had gone into its fifth edition when Alexander Selkirk died, at the age of forty-seven, on 13 December 1721. Ironically, his death took place while his ship was on antipirate patrol off the coast of West Africa. The best-seller’s frontispiece was still the drawing of a man in goatskins, an image that was to become the icon to represent a stranded castaway. And in Serious Reflections the printer had included a map of Crusoe’s island to show the location of the episodes which would become the stock-memory of generations of children. Here is Robinson Crusoe with Man Friday standing beside him, both dressed in goatskins. They are on the seashore, muskets on their shoulders, sternly dealing with sailors from a ship anchored in the bay. The sailors may be the mutineers who have seized the vessel, or they may be the law-abiding crew who are appealing to Crusoe for help. In the woodlands behind the two men is a glimpse of a ladder, the entry to the camouflaged stockade which Crusoe laboriously constructs as his refuge. Farther inland there is the other stockade, his “country bower,” in which reclines his talking parrot, Poll. A banner issues from its mouth with the immortal (and misspelled) line “Poor Robin Cruso.” Dotted around the perimeter of the island with its pleasant hills and dales are various bands of cannibals engaged in ghoulish activities—disemboweling a captive before eating him, dancing around their cooking fire with human limbs and scraps dotted behind them, and, in the top right-hand corner, fighting their battle when Crusoe attacks them.


The topography is a helpful fantasy. It is a diagram to assist the reader to follow Robinson on his exploratory walks around his desert island, carrying his gun, with a basket of provisions strapped to his back and sheltered by his great umbrella. It is an island terrain of the imagination. Yet Defoe was at pains to give the impression that the island itself really did exist and was to be found off the coast of South America, where the Atlantic Ocean meets the Caribbean Sea. The title of the first volume of Crusoe’s adventures brazenly states that it was the memoir of “Robinson Crusoe of York, Mariner: Who lived Eight and Twenty Years, all alone in an uninhabited Island in the Coast of America, near the Mouth of the Great River of Oroonoque; Having been cast on Shore by Shipwreck, wherein all the Men perished but himself. With an Account of how he was at last strangely delivered by Pyrates.” The text describes how the island is near enough to the mainland for Crusoe to see its mountains on the horizon, and the gulf that separates him from the continent is narrow enough for cannibals to paddle across in canoes and regularly hold human feasts on the strand. More precisely, the text states that the island lies at 9 degrees 22 minutes north latitude, and the island of Trinidad is visible to the west and northwest. The fourth edition, which appeared in early August 1719, even had a world map appearing in the front of the volume, on which “R. Crusoe’s I[sland]” was placed just off the delta of the Orinoco.


There is now no such solid island near the mouth of the Orinoco. Nor was there one in Defoe’s time. There are only low shoals and shifting banks laid down by silt from the river delta or heaped up by current-driven sand. Robinson Crusoe’s island off the Orinoco is an invention. It is in the same category as the specious claim that the book of his “surprizing adventures” was written “by Himself.”


Yet the island is not entirely a mirage, either. Like the Great Roc lifting the castaway Sindbad the Sailor from his shipwreck shore, Defoe plucks Robinson Crusoe from the Pacific island where the Duke found Alexander Selkirk, carries him through the air at whirlwind speed, and sets him down on an island in another ocean, far away. More precisely, he puts him 2,700 miles distant, on the opposite side of South America. This was a deliberate landing. Defoe was a good geographer. He was knowledgeable enough to write the preface for a large and authoritative maritime atlas, and he deposits Crusoe in a picturesque region which he knew would fascinate his readers—the Caribbean shore with its hurricanes and heats, its blue seas and lush jungles. Here flourish exotic plants and animals that Defoe’s contemporaries, genuine travelers, were meeting for the first time—manatees they confused with mermaids, palm trees that tasted of cabbages, howler monkeys who pelted fruit at passers-by, alligators ambushing pedestrians in the forest, bushes with sap so toxic that you broke out in a rash if you walked too close. And it was an area that Defoe knew in considerable detail, though he had never been there himself. He had already spent years lobbying for the foundation of new English colonies in Central and South America and gathering information about the best possible sites to do so.


With Robinson Crusoe’s unnamed island safely located in the Caribbean, Daniel Defoe could rapidly enhance his narrative with halfremembered and tantalizing snippets of geography and local color. Defoe wrote astonishingly fast. For nine years he had produced a newspaper single-handed, writing every article in it, and publishing as often as three times a week even when he was locked up in prison. Such a literary prodigy had neither the time nor the inclination for detailed research on background material for a quick novel about a luckless castaway. It is estimated that Defoe dashed off the Strange Surprizing  Adventures in less than six months. He scattered his story with gritty details from his memory as briskly as shaking sand to dry the wet ink on a page of parchment. And placing Crusoe on the Spanish Main, the Caribbean shore of Latin America, gave Defoe a special bonus: he could write about his favorite theme—pirates. Defoe was an avid fan of pirate lore. He read everything he could about them, their deeds, their customs, their trials and escapades. He wrote books and plays about pirates, both fictional and real, and for a long time scholars believed—though this theory is now largely discarded—that the mysterious “Captain Johnson” who wrote the main source of all pirate stories, A  General History of the Robberies and Murders of the most notorious Pyrates,  actually was Defoe.


In the end it is pirates who give Crusoe his chance to escape his island. So where did Defoe find the idea of an imaginary Crusoe’s island? The Duke’s ex-buccaneer pilot, William Dampier, provides a clue. He too wrote a best-selling book about his adventures. Dampier’s book has a sober map of real places in and around the Caribbean. Here are genuine islands and coastlines, instantly recognizable when compared to a modern atlas, and accurately drawn by a leading London cartographer, Herman Moll. The map of the Caribbean and Spanish Main in Dampier’s book summarizes what was publicly known about Caribbean geography when Defoe was writing The Strange Surprizing Adventures,  and Dampier’s book was one of Defoe’s main sources for Caribbean geography. It locates the islands whose names turn up frequently in the pirate and adventure narratives that Defoe was also reading. Here are the locations for real maroons and castaways and the rendezvous of buccaneers—Aves, the “island of birds’ off Venezuela; Golden Island in the San Blas archipelago off Panama; the Moskito Shore of what is now Nicaragua and Honduras; and several islands named Tortuga because turtles came ashore to lay their eggs on so many Caribbean beaches that island after island was given the Spanish word for turtle. One of these Tortugas lies less than three days’ sail from the spot where Robinson Crusoe is alleged to have spent his lonely days.


And Crusoe is not just a clone of Alexander Selkirk. Crusoe, like his island, is a composite. The “surprizing adventures” of the man in goatskin garb quickly diverge from what happened to the cranky Scots sailor. Selkirk leaves the Cinque Ports of his own free will to go to live on the island, but Robinson Crusoe is a castaway, the sole survivor of a shipwreck. Selkirk had only his meager supplies from Captain Stradling and nothing more, but Robinson Crusoe spends his early days shuttling on a raft between the beach and the shipwreck so he can salvage all manner of useful goods from the wreck—muskets, kegs of powder, bags of nails and spikes, hatchets, crowbars, and even a grindstone. Crusoe encounters cannibals and enlists Friday, whereas Selkirk is never visited by native peoples. Selkirk spends fifty-two months on his island; Crusoe is stranded for a nearly impossible twenty-eight years. In the end Crusoe is much more interesting and diverse than Alexander Selkirk, and more complex. To inhabit his island of magpie geography, Defoe assembles his hero from a jumble of half-remembered tales of adventures, maroonings, and shipwrecks drawn from real life. When Defoe died twelve years after writing Crusoe’s story, his private library was sold at public auction. The auctioneer’s bill of sale cites volume after volume of travel books. Some of them could well have provided events and details that Defoe included in his novel.


No one has been able to find any hard evidence that Defoe met Alexander Selkirk in person. If he had, Defoe would have realized at once that his hard-working, God-fearing Robinson Crusoe was a continent apart in character, as well as location, from the Scots maroon. Trawling court records, Selkirk’s biographers have discovered that Selkirk’s true character was appalling. He was a troublemaker, cheat, and bully. At home in Scotland he beat up his close relatives during family rows, and after his return with Woodes Rogers’s expedition was embroiled in a brawl with a shipwright in Bristol. A warrant was issued for his arrest on a charge of assault. He treated his “wife,” Sophia Bruce, abominably. She came from Scotland to London, presumably to marry him, but he delayed their wedding, then neglected her. Two years later, after he joined the Navy, he probably committed bigamy by marrying another woman, his landlady in Plymouth. The result was that after Selkirk’s death at sea, two women showed up to claim his back pay from the Navy and what seems to have been the remnants of his booty from the South Sea—four gold rings, a silver tobacco box, “one gold head of a cane,” a pair of gold candlesticks, and a silver-hilted sword. Each woman produced a will made out in her favor, and Sophia claimed that her husband must have been drunk when he married his landlady. The ex-landlady countered with the claim that Selkirk had “solemnly declared . . . that he was then a Single and unmarried person, and was very importunate” in his courtship. She won her case. Selkirk, evidently, could create his own plausible fiction.
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Crusoe uses a raft to salvage supplies from the wreck of his vessel.





















Chapter II
ISLA ROBINSON CRUSOE



In 1966 the president of Chile, Eduardo Frei Montalva, signed a decree to rename the island where the Duke found Selkirk. It was to be called Isla Robinson Crusoe in future. Similarly rebranded was one of its neighbors, a slightly larger island one hundred miles farther out in the Pacific. It was dubbed Isla Alejandro Selkirk. No one seems to have found it strange that the new names commemorate a fictitious foreigner and a heretical, cantankerous sailor who came to Chile to plunder its citizens and sack or its towns and churches or hold them for ransom. Previously, the islands had been referred to—when anyone bothered to refer to them individually at all—as Más Afuera and Más a Tierra. This offhand description means nothing more than “Farther Out to Sea” and “Closer to Land.” Collectively the two islands and some small islets had long been labeled in a more conventional way—after their discoverer, the Spanish navigator Don Juan Fernandez. Sailing southward from Peru toward Chile in November 1574, Don Juan abandoned the usual coasting route, which is a hard slog against the prevailing winds and adverse north-flowing currents. He tried a wider-than-usual loop offshore into the Pacific, and succeeded in halving the usual voyage time, a feat so astonishing that he was accused of black magic. One result was that he acquired the nickname “the Witch”; the other was that he stumbled on these far outliers of land.


The islands’ new names, it was hoped, would lure tourists. Remote as the islands are, there had been sporadic tourism between the two world wars. Excursion boats would bring tourists from Valparaiso on the mainland coast to spend a few days on Más a Tierra. Sometimes they were greeted by an enterprising islander paddling out on a home-made raft and wearing a goatskin costume and with a parrot or dog as his shipmate. He would peddle some local goods or, for a few coins, take the visitors ashore to guide them around “Crusoe’s Cave” and “Crusoe’s Lookout.” But these charades had ceased by the time the Island of Robinson Crusoe got its new tag. The publicly available access from the outside world was aboard a veteran supply ship which set out from Valparaiso about every six weeks and took three days to chug slowly across a stretch of water notorious for its fickle currents, poor visibility, and sudden gales.


The newly christened Island of Robinson Crusoe received an airstrip as a baptismal present, and light aircraft began to ferry tourists back and forth, and airlift “lobsters” to the mainland on a one-way journey to the expensive restaurants of Santiago and Valparaiso, or even Paris. The crustacean Jasus frontalis is actually a crayfish. It lacks the heavy front claw that is the mark of a true lobster. But the Spanish word langosta  does not distinguish between lobster and crayfish, and no one on the island pays any heed to the distinction. What matters is that the scrabbling pink crustacean, which was food and “jellies” for Alexander Selkirk, is more lucrative than tourists and is the economic mainstay of the islands. They are no longer caught as easily as when the Duke’s boatmen could pluck them from the shallows with their bare hands. Now they are trapped in double-chambered square pots of maqui wood lowered into forty to two hundred feet of water on lengths of rope. Nor are the langosta as large. At the end of the nineteenth century, monstrous crayfish four feet in length were recorded. Today they are exceptional when they reach half that size. The crayfish season runs from October 10 to May 15, and urgent consignments leave the island by air. The rest of the catch is packed alive into cardboard cartons, sealed with parcel tape, and sent aboard the humdrum supply ship Navarino, which trundles across to Valparaiso. Every couple of months she arrives with as many as sixteen thousand crayfish in her hold.


Transportes Aereos Isla Robinson Crusoe also has a trap on a rope, but to catch tourists. The airline uses the obsolete Los Cerrillos airport in the south of the country’s capital, Santiago. The modest terminal building has a glass door leading to the concrete apron, where the aircraft load up. Crawling past the door in front of me comes a battered van, then a taut blue rope, and finally, like a toy on a string, a sturdy, well-worn aluminum-silver aircraft. The driver of the van steps out of his cab, unhitches the tow, and parks the van. Then he returns on foot, pushes a trolley in through the door for his passengers’ luggage, and finally goes back outside and climbs into the cockpit. He is the pilot. Air Robinson Crusoe is a no-frills airline and I am grateful to see their only aircraft has a pair of engines.


The flight to Robinson Crusoe Island takes three hours from Santiago, and travels straight out to sea. This is a trip with a halfway point-of-no-return. There are no alternative landing places if there is a problem. You either continue directly ahead for the island, or the plane turns round and tries to reach the coast of Chile before it is obliged to ditch in the water. It is a bleak prospect. Beneath you is a wind-flecked sea where the strong winds that baffled Don Juan Fernandez the sailor blow steadily northward, whipping up crests on the cold waters of the ocean current flowing out of the Antarctic. The ride in the little plane feels very lonely and exposed. In early November, the tourist season is only just beginning. The other passengers that day are a returning islander with a selection of groceries crammed into a rucksack, and a gray-haired and enthusiastic Chilean gentleman wearing a tweed cap. He is a retired engineer. He has traveled all over Chile but has never been to Juan Fernandez. Hardly any Chileños ever go there, he says. I note that he still calls the island by its old name and uses Juan Fernandez to mean Más a Tierra on its own, and also the entire archipelago. I also observe that the brown paper bags containing our Aerolinas Robinson Crusoe sandwiches are printed with an antique map of the island originally drawn by an English buccaneer, Bartholomew Sharpe, eighteen years before Daniel Defoe launched Robinson Crusoe on the world.


The balmy image of Defoe’s island does not survive the first glimpse of Isla Robinson Crusoe. The island thrusts aggressively out of the Pacific, stark and jagged. It looks exactly what it is—the craggy ridge of a submarine mountain chain. The Juan Fernandez Dorsal is a ridge 250 miles long and 30 miles wide that is an active volcanic zone. Robinson Crusoe Island has had four million years to erode into its present sawtooth form. Along its length are sharp crests, slashes of deep ravines, and steeply angled slopes. Many end in tremendous black precipices that fall sheer into the sea. There is scarcely an acre of flat ground. The aptly named Anvil is a great solid black stump of mountain that dominates the western end of the island. Its flat top is soaked for most of the year in mists and cloud, and would make a fit setting for Professor Challenger’s Lost World. The Anvil is such a dismal and discouraging sight that no one scaled this highest point on the island for two centuries after its discovery, and the first people to reach its summit were a pair of convicts who were promised their freedom and fifty dollars if they succeeded in making the soggy climb (they did, in 1796). Seen from the air Robinson Crusoe Island offers not the slightest hint of the low, gentle, fertile island where the hero of Defoe’s novel wanders over pleasant hill and glen with his dog at his heels and gathers wild fruits. From the air I could see very few beaches, all but one composed of tumbled rock and shingle. Only on the western end of the island, at the farthest point from any chance of settlement, is there a single sandy beach where Crusoe could have found the imprint of Man Friday’s foot. And of course Man Friday would have had to have paddled across 400 miles of rough sea to get there.


Our pilot has been steering his way around the coast and now overflies the little town of San Juan Bautista to let the citizens know that he has arrived, then scoots off to the west. He seems intent on suicide, aiming the aircraft at a cliff face only at the last moment lifting the little plane over the cliff edge to set it neatly down on the sloping runway of packed red volcanic soil. It is like landing on an aircraft carrier.


We walk from where the plane is parked near a pile of fuel drums, and take a rutted zigzag track down the nearest cliff face to a semicircular bay. It is obviously a drowned volcanic crater. Here the municipal motor launch is waiting at anchor, sensibly clear of the heaving swell which surges up against a rickety jetty. The orange-painted launch comes to collect passengers when alerted by radio by the approaching pilot, and it is a two-hour boat ride along the coast to get back to San Juan Bautista.  On the way the launch passes curtain after curtain of grim cliffs, and every sea mile confirms the impression that Isla Robinson Crusoe is at best a forbidding location. The cliffs are built of layer upon layer of compacted volcanic ash, a vast mille-feuille crumbling and dripping at the edges. Sometimes the tiered layers of the cliff face are as white as wood ash, more often they are alternating bands of buff or beige with occasional terra-cotta. All are peppered with dark embedded lumps of hardened lava bombs. Every so often there gleams a vertical vein of basalt running jaggedly down through the ash layers. The basalt has hardened and splintered into chunks and shards, hexagons and crosses that look like rock candy. Every sense tells you that this island is a stark and alien intrusion in the ocean. For mile after mile there is no accessible landing place. The only shore is rock-bound ledge, sheer cliff, or screes of volcanic boulders against which the swell pushes sullenly. The sea under the launch’s keel has the heavy cold feel and dense green of deep water. There are millions of potential nesting ledges along the ash cliffs, yet there are almost no sea birds. Only a few gannets glide past, or a scatter of rock doves bursts from the cliffs, dashes anxiously in a circle, and hurries back to land. Human activity is restricted to the occasional brief encounter with a crayfish boat. Its design is based on that of a motorized whale boat: about twenty-five feet long, double-ended and open-decked. It is manned by one or two fishermen who stand upright, bright yellow in their high-waisted oilskins. They wave briefly to the passing launch, then turn their attention back to the chore of locating the next orange buoy, leaning over to grab the tether line, and hauling the trap to the surface for inspection. When you look back a few minutes later, the fishermen have disappeared into the folds of the ocean swell.


Eventually the launch passes the mouth of a green, open valley, bare except for a grove of eucalyptus trees and the meandering gully of a dried-up stream, rounds a final cliff headland, and arrives at Cumberland Bay, so named by the commanding officer of a Royal Navy expedition who arrived there in 1741, twenty-two years after Alexander Selkirk departed aboard Woodes Rogers’s ship.


To an arriving sailor Cumberland Bay is an uneasy place. The bay is open to the north-northeast and is poorly protected from gales and heavy swells from that direction. The holding ground for anchors is treacherous. Soft mud or sand would be better than the loose rocks and stones that litter the seabed. A vessel has to go worryingly close to the rocky beach before the water is shallow enough to anchor. A sudden change of wind, an anchor dragging, an anchor cable severed by the sharp stones, and the vessel will be cast up on the boulders within minutes. But the harbor’s real menace is invisible. Woodes Rogers called them “flaws.” They are freak wind gusts that suddenly sweep down the steep slopes of the valley and strike an anchored vessel with shocking force, tearing out the anchor, breaking spars, and shredding sails. One buccaneer map labeled the place “Windy Bay.”


Two other anchorages on Robinson Crusoe’s island—Puerto Ingles and Puerto Frances—are even less secure, so Cumberland Bay is where Woodes Rogers and Captain Courtney brought the Duke and Duchess to refresh their crews, and it is where the oarsmen in the Duke’s yawl saw the shaggy man in goatskins beckoning them urgently from the rocky beach.


San Juan Bautista’s unpaved main street runs parallel to that same beach. It is a two-minute stroll from the concrete pier, past the harbor master’s office with its blue and red Chilean flag on a pole and two Dobermans chained underneath the porch. Appropriately, on the day I arrived, a giant scarlet langosta on wheels lay stranded on the roadway. It was the most colorful item in the place, a carnival float made from cardboard and old oil drums and abandoned after the Discovery Day parade. A handful of the houses by the central plaza have two stories and are built of wooden boards, but most of the houses on main street are little more than boxes, their walls made of plywood. Every second cabin is both shop and dwelling and offers a near-identical small selection of tinned goods brought in on the Navarino. The newer, smarter houses occupy the steeply rising slope behind the main street. Built in chalet style, they give San Juan Bautista an alpine air. Nine out of ten houses, whether on the street or along the beach or on the upper slopes, look out over the anchorage. It is as if, like Alexander Selkirk, the inhabitants are watching for a ship to come to rescue them.


The present islanders are comparative newcomers. The longest established family is the Charpentiers—the first of whom arrived in 1889. Two years later, when the commercial langosta fishery began, the total population of the island was only fifteen persons. Today the population has barely reached six hundred—virtually all of them living in San Juan Bautista, as Alexander Selkirk Island, formerly Más a Fuera, has no permanent inhabitants at all—and the population has been hovering at that level for half a century.


The notice board outside the harbor master’s house confirms the predictable claustrophobia of the place. I count fifty-two individuals on a civil list announcing boat registrations. Again and again the same family names appear—Recabarren, Celedon, Gonzalez, Rivadenaria, Green, Charpentier. Some are interrelated. There is an Aldo Recabarren Green and a Teodoro Rivadeneira Recabarren. The owners of the names whom I meet are uniformly short, stocky, and cheerful. Two langosta  boats return to the anchorage and their crews come ashore and clump past me in their sea boots. One of them cheerfully holds up a spasmodically flipping crayfish in triumph. He has every reason for his smile. The legal retention size for a langosta is four-and-a-half inches along the tail, and even when sold on the island such a modest catch fetches sixteen dollars. Purchasers are found in the kitchens of a half dozen tourist chalets whose names repeat the familiar refrain—the Hosteria Villa Green, Hosteria Martinez Green, Cabaña Charpentier, and by way of variety the Aldea Daniel Defoe (“Now Closed”. . .). In such company the Cabaña Dafne and Rita seem positively exotic.


The record of human settlement on Juan Fernandez Island, as Isla Robinson Crusoe is still habitually called, is like a faulty newsreel winding through a worn projector. Brief, jerky sequences of activity abruptly end in intervals of black. Each scene begins with men arriving in an empty space, busily rushing here and there, then stopping as if in freeze-frame. Suddenly the screen goes dark. After some moments the film briskly starts again, the same setting is immediately recognizable, but it is once again empty until the screen is abruptly filled with more activity of arrival, different people this time, more animation, and again brought to an end by yet another break, followed by nothing but darkness.


The first stuttering attempt to make something of Juan Fernandez was seventeen years after “the Witch” discovered the islands in 1584. Captain Sebastian Garcia applied for, and was given, a grant of five hundred cuadras (blocks or squares) of land for development on what was to become Isla Robinson Crusoe. Garcia had been running a shipping service for the kingdom of Chile, and probably imagined that a profitable way station could be developed on the route that Don Juan Fernandez had pioneered. Garcia put a few settlers and some goats on the island. Within five years all the settlers had given up in disgust and returned to the mainland, leaving the goats behind. Three years later a similar attempt to settle sixty indigenous South Americans as colonists also failed, watched by the goats, which were now feral. For the next three hundred years the goats were witnesses to an extraordinary succession of visitors, few of whom stayed for long.


Juan Fernandez always seemed so attractive to these new arrivals. Twenty-nine-year-old Jakob Le Maire was disappointed “for not being able to stay longer” at what he called “so pleasing an isle.” He was the first non-Spaniard to record a visit here and had arrived with the same ambition as Columbus—to find a new route to the wealth of the China and Japan. His father, Isaac, a wealthy Dutch merchant, had given him command of an expedition to explore for a more southerly course than the usual entry into the Pacific through the Strait of Magellan. Guided by the veteran pilot Willem Cornelius Schouten, the two-hundred-ton Eendracht succeeded in doubling the southern tip of the continent, steering past a steep rocky headland. Here, according to the official account, the sailors threw their caps in the air and shouted “We name it Cape Hoorn after our beloved village of Hoorn.”  Arriving off the future Robinson Crusoe Island in March 1616, Schouten did not like the look of the anchorage and wisely preferred to send small boats to see what they could find by way of provisions. His landing party came across the inevitable goats, the usual crayfish, some half-wild cows, and traces of human visitors. The latter had been left by Spanish sailors on the by-now conventional Juan Fernandez sailing track who had been stopping off to replenish with fresh water, cut firewood, catch fish, and kill seals and sea lions for oil. Le Maire’s men refilled their casks with good clean water from the island’s springs and made a splendid catch of fish, sailing onward very enthusiastic about the island’s potential.


Le Maire’s endorsement meant that the next Dutch fleet to round the Horn headed straight for the island to rest and recuperate. Once again they were wary of the anchorage, and laboriously, cautiously, felt their way in, as “it was necessary to come within half musket shot of the shore.” But it was worth the effort. They found pleasant woodlands, easy watering, and the fish so eager that they were jostling for the bait before the hooks had sunk six inches below the surface. In fact, six Dutchmen—three soldiers and three gunners—asked to be left on the island when that fleet sailed onward, because they felt too ill to continue with the voyage. They were the first deliberate maroons—nearly 80 years before Selkirk expressed the same wish. What happened to the six Dutchmen is not known. They may have been picked up by the Spanish. More likely, they died on their refuge, though their skeletons were never found.


It was no surprise that Juan Fernandez was a haven beckoning any seafarer who succeeded in entering the Pacific in those early days. Whether sailing through the Strait of Magellan or around the Horn, the entry to the Pacific was a hellish ordeal. It involved weeks of handling the ship in rain or sleet and snow, heavy seas, bad visibility, adverse gales and biting cold. Sailors claimed that the stress of one trip to the Pacific was the equivalent of two round trips to the East Indies by way of the Cape of Good Hope. Le Maire’s men pioneering the Horn route met “such rain, hailstorms and changeable winds that course had to be altered repeatedly and at every opportunity. In spite of it being midsummer, the cold was appalling and frequent southwesterly gales forced us to sail under reduced canvas.” Huge albatrosses landed in the rigging—the largest birds the sailors had ever seen—and when the starving men tried to kill them for food, the birds reacted viciously. It was claimed that sailors fell from the rigging, their skulls shattered by the great beaks. Captains bound for the South Sea via the Horn or the strait sometimes chose not to tell their crews where they were going for fear they would not sign on for the voyage. To hide the deceit the ship owners did not load warm clothing aboard. So when the vessel did reach southern latitudes the wretched sailors were even less prepared for the freezing conditions than they could have been. Vessels calling at the coast of West Africa to take on fresh provisions before the long slog across the South Atlantic often loaded up with disease as well. By the time they reached the tip of South America the crews were decimated by illness. Some captains waited at the entrance to the Straits, hoping to pick a weather window. Unfortunately their delay often stretched into weeks, sometimes months, and the crews were reduced to living off penguins and raw shellfish. During the passage itself iron discipline was needed to stiffen the resolve of ships’ crews. In 1599, the vice admiral of a Dutch squadron became perhaps the most senior maroon in history when he was accused of faint-heartedness and was sentenced to be set ashore and abandoned in a region where the natives—the Patagonians, or “Big Feet”—were rumored to be eleven feet tall, red-haired, and fond of eating human flesh. The reports were exaggerated, but the inhabitants of Tierra del Fuego did ambush landing parties and, not content with picking off stragglers, would dig up the bodies of men buried by their shipmates and shoot them full of arrows. The Dutch vice admiral was not heard from again.


The harsh facts of maritime geography were still the same when Woodes Rogers and Captain Courtney rounded Cape Horn, aware that they had scurvy onboard. The prevention and treatment of scurvy was known to many captains—Le Maire’s expedition had taken on 25,000 lemons in Sierra Leone, and just 10 milligrams of vitamin C per day is enough to fend off the sickness—but scurvy was still commonplace during voyages of longer than three to four months. William Hutchinson, a writer on marine architecture, himself contracted scurvy in 1738–39 on a voyage to the East Indies and described how it felt. The symptoms began to appear after four months at sea when his shipmates “took to their hammocks below and became black in their armpits and hams, their limbs being stiff and swelled, with red specks and soon died.” Hutchinson determined to fight off the effects. “I therefore kept exercising in my duty and went aloft as long as possible, until forbidden by the officers who found it troublesome to get me down with safety as I frequently lost the use of my hands and feet. . . . I then endeavored to be useful below and steered the ship till I could not climb by the notches of the fore hatchway, upon deck, which I told the Captain, who then ordered the carpenter to make a ladder that answered for the purpose for the sick, who were able to get upon deck for the benefit of exercise and pure air, as that below being tainted by so many sick. I thus struggled with the disease so that my armpits and hams grew black but did not swell, and I pined away to a weak and helpless condition, with all my teeth loose, and my upper and lower gums swelled and clotted together like jelly, and they bled to that degree that I was obliged to lie with my mouth hanging over the side of my hammock to let the blood run out, and to keep it from clotting so as to choke me.”


The scurvy victims aboard the Duke and Duchess knew that the island of Juan Fernandez held out a lifeline. It was common knowledge that several species of native plants on the island were edible, and that visiting mariners had left behind small gardens planted with greenstuffs specifically to serve as antiscorbutics. This random gardening was not necessarily altruistic. The men who planted the vegetables expected to return and eat them. By the time the Duke and Duchess appeared on the scene, the island had served for nearly half a century as a forward base for buccaneers.


The buccaneers first irrupted from the Caribbean into the Pacific by walking through the jungles across the Isthmus of Panama, the narrow waist of the Americas. When they reached the Pacific beach, they relied on hiring or stealing canoes from the Indians and using them to board and capture Spanish coastal vessels, which they then converted into sea raiders. Their prizes were small vessels, often in poor repair and in need of frequent maintenance, and they were inadequate to carry food and water for large groups of men. The buccaneers had to find places where they could mend these small vessels out of reach of the Spanish forces and, if possible, lay up caches of food and materiel. The Galápagos islands in the north and Juan Fernandez in the south were both suitable as they were so far away from the mainland; Juan Fernandez was the more popular of the two because it had the better water, and the strong currents around the Galápagos made the approach there uncertain. Buccaneers came there to scrape and patch worm-infested hulls, replace worn rigging, divide up their spoils, and argue over their past mistakes or future prospects.


A particularly notorious gang of these cutthroats, under Captain Edward Davis, came annually to the island between 1684 and 1687, and when their ship finally headed for home, they left behind another company of proto-Crusoes. Nine of the buccaneers—five white sailors and four negro boys—had lost their share of the plunder through gambling, and decided that rather than return home empty-handed they would remain on the island, hoping to be picked up by the next buccaneer ship and resume their plundering. They were allocated a small boat and some cooking equipment, axes, corn seed, and enough basic provisions to set up camp. For nearly three years they got along very well. They planted and harvested the corn, caught and tamed wild goats, and cultivated and enlarged the gardens of turnips and vegetables planted by earlier visitors. Their little colony was only disturbed by the arrival of a Spanish squadron checking the island for pirates. One of the buccaneers, named Cranston, gave himself up to the Spaniards, but the rest kept up a guerrilla warfare, hiding in the bushes, ducking down into underground hideouts and evading the Spaniards until they withdrew. Their stubbornness was rewarded when in late 1690 a privateer ship, the Welfare, called in to the island and the captain asked them to join the crew. Coyly the residents refused to join unless they were given shares in the privateering expedition. Otherwise they would prefer to remain on the island, or so they claimed. When the Welfare’s captain rejected their demands, the eight came aboard rather than continue in their exile. Smugly one of them boasted that he would reform the privateer crew in much the same way that his “hermetical life” on the island had improved the morals of him and his colleagues. But, wrote one of the Welfare’s officers, “He found himself much mistaken, for instead of the good he proposed to do, he again learned to drink and swear.” It seems that, like Alexander Selkirk, who also lost his air of lonely introspection after months in London, maroons soon reverted to their former ways once they had left their solitude.


Selkirk’s ship, the Cinque Ports, was an ocean-going galley, a hybrid vessel designed to be both rowed and sailed. In theory a galley was ideal for the purpose of privateering in the South Sea—she could make the passage from Europe under sail and then cruise the South American coast searching for her prey. When the wind dropped, her crew could rig the long oars called sweeps and row her into river mouths or pursue prizes whose sails were hanging slack. In practice, very little rowing seems to have been done. Perhaps the crews were unwilling or too weak to pull the heavy sweeps. During calms they found it easier to chase their prey using small boats which they had towed along behind the galley or kept stowed on deck. In her “letter of marque and reprisal,” the Cinque  Ports is described as being 130 tons, with twenty guns and a crew of ninety. But William Funnell, the sailing master aboard the accompanying St. George as was Selkirk on the galley, states that the galley was just ninety tons, with sixteen guns and sixty-three men. In either case, the Cinque Ports was small and overcrowded. However, she was a new ship and, according to Selkirk himself, was “in very good Condition as to Body Mast and Sayles.” His only complaint was that she “wanted Sheathing,” this being the layer of planks and sometimes lead plates nailed to the outside of the hull and intended to shield it from the gnawing attack of shipworm as well as to discourage the growth of barnacles and weed. This “want of sheathing” would be a contributory factor to the galley’s eventually having to limp to Juan Fernandez to find and repair leaks, and to the loss of her sailing master.


The Cinque Ports and the St. George completed their fitting out in the southern Irish port of Kinsale in the summer of 1703, and on 11 September set sail for the South Sea. Two ships with no commercial cargo and carrying at least two hundred men and thirty-two guns was clearly not on a peaceful merchant venture. In fact the plan was to intercept and rob that perennial target, the Manila Galleon. The piratical nature of the expedition was underscored by the fact that its “Purser and Agent,” the chief keeper of accounts, was an ex-buccaneer who was serving a jail sentence when the expedition was being organized. The expedition had to delay its departure until he was released. He shipped out aboard the St. George at the insistence of the expedition’s overall commander, William Dampier, a former colleague in piracy who is a principal, if not pivotal, figure in the creation of Defoe’s story of Robinson Crusoe. It is a map from his book of travels, New Voyage Round the World,  that shows the nonexistent islands off the mouth of the Orinoco, one of which Defoe seems to have selected to be “Crusoe’s island.”


William Dampier’s portrait, painted by the artist Thomas Murray in 1697 or 1698, is now in the National Portrait Gallery in London and shows how their commanding officer must have looked to the crews of the St. George and Cinque Ports: long-nosed, with a pallid complexion, high forehead, and dark eyes, he gazes sardonically at the artist. The puffiness below his eyes gives the impression of a man suffering from a hangover, and his lower lip slightly protrudes, leaving him with a vaguely petulant and dissatisfied expression. At the time of his new expedition Dampier was the best-known navigator in the English-speaking world, and he had promised “Vast Profits and Advantages” to sponsors if they invested in the new project to launch a raid into the Pacific drawing on his own considerable experience as a buccaneer. Now fifty-one years old, he had made several voyages to the Caribbean, twice circumnavigated the globe, and served in every sea-going capacity, from foremast hand on a merchant ship to captain of a Royal Navy exploring vessel. Yet only the previous year Dampier had come home from a Royal Navy voyage of discovery to face a court-martial. The court heard how the expedition had scarcely left home waters when Dampier had a blazing row with his lieutenant, George Fisher, beat him with a cane, put him in irons, and dumped him in Brazil to be sent home as a prisoner. After hearing the evidence the judges court found Dampier “guilty of very hard and cruel usage towards Lieutenant Fisher,” fined him all his pay for the expedition, and pronounced that “Captain Dampier is not a fit person to be employed as commander of any of his majesty’s ships.”


The strictures of a Navy court-martial carried no weight with the sponsors of the new expedition, or perhaps they thought that a hot-tempered ex-buccaneer given to thrashing his shipmates was the perfect leader for an enterprise manned by former jailbirds and adventurers. Their commander’s irascible behavior on the first stage of the voyage of the St. George and the Cinque Ports reflected his reputation. Again Dampier had a heated row with his senior lieutenant, and again the quarrel ended with the subordinate’s being ordered off the flagship, this time in the Cape Verde Islands, where the unfortunate officer was abruptly set ashore at midnight with his sea chests and his servant, and the ship sailed next morning without him. His replacement lasted only as far as the coast of Brazil. A violent quarrel with Dampier ended when the new first lieutenant stormed ashore, accompanied by eight disgruntled sailors from the St. George. A change of officers aboard the accompanying Cinque Ports was to prove just as disruptive. Her original captain, Charles Pickering, died during the Brazilian stopover and was replaced by the twenty-one year old first officer, Thomas Stradling. He was a “gentleman mariner” who kept a monkey as a shipboard pet. This was the man whom Selkirk, with his working-class origins and fractious nature, would soon come to detest, and he was not alone. By the time the Cinque Ports dropped anchor at Juan Fernandez, the entire crew of fortytwo men was at loggerheads with Stradling and walked off the galley, leaving only the captain aboard with his monkey.


Dampier arrived at the island two days later with the St. George and with his reputation as a skilled navigator badly dented. He had been to Juan Fernandez on two previous occasions in the company of buccaneers, yet according to Funnell, the famous navigator failed to recognize the island when it came in sight from the masthead. He mistook it for another island and wasted a couple of days sailing in the wrong direction, looking for the real Juan Fernandez. Realizing his error, Dampier eventually doubled back, only to compound his mistake by putting in at the treacherous anchorage at Puerto Ingles. No explanation is given for this erratic conduct, but Funnell, who had come to dislike his captain and was making notes for a very caustic description of the expedition, leaves no doubt that in his opinion William Dampier was overfond of strong drink. Eventually the St. George shifted to the safer anchorage at Cumberland Bay, and Dampier cajoled Stradling’s men into ending their strike. Funnell does not say how this was achieved, but according to his biographer, Dampier’s “highest idea of discipline was calling his subordinate officers ‘rogues, rascals, or sons of bitches.’ ”


The element of farce continued. It was customary after the long and arduous passage around the Horn to unload the battered ships, put as much as possible of the gear and cargo ashore on the beach at Cumberland Bay, clean and disinfect the hulls, make good any damaged spars and rigging, and generally put the vessels in good order. The men of St. George and Cinque Ports were half way through this routine when their lookouts spotted a strange sail on the horizon. A hectic scramble followed as the men rushed to get back aboard. There was wild speculation whether the strange sail could be a Spanish warship that must be intercepted or a passing merchantman to be plundered. Either way, the distant vessel should be no match for the two well-armed English vessels. The embarkation became a burlesque. In their haste to make sail, Dampier and his people left behind five men “who were gone to the west part of the island and knew nothing of our going out against the Enemy.” They also abandoned a miscellany of various anchors, ropes, water casks, and “a Tun of Sea-Lions Oyl” with other stores scattered on the beach. The St. George slipped her cable, leaving one of her small boats, the long boat, attached to the anchor rope as a marker. But her second boat, the launch, was taken along in tow. During the chase this craft was towed under and had to be cut loose and was lost. The Cinque  Ports also hoisted sail in such a hurry that Stradling’s men omitted to retrieve a small boat which was tied up behind the galley. By the time the ship was under way, it was either impossible to pull this tender against the flow of water, or it had been forgotten in the pandemonium. The ship hurried on until the strain on the tow rope increased and it broke. The tender drifted free with its occupants—a sailor and a dog. Neither Stradling nor Selkirk his sailing master gave the order to turn back to pick them up.


By 11 P.M. the privateers had caught up with their quarry, only to discover that they had set upon a prickly opponent. The strange vessel was a well-armed French merchantmen, the four-hundred-ton St. Joseph with thirty-six guns, and—though the privateers did not know it at the time—she was one of a three-ship squadron in the area. In daylight the following morning the two privateers closed in for the attack in characteristically bungling fashion. The St. George sailed into the way of the Cinque  Ports, impeding her line of fire. The French captain noted that “the smallest of the two [privateers] fired but eight or ten guns at him and then fell astern, and did not come up again during the fight, as he believed, for want of wind.” This was the Cinque Ports, the galley supposed to be ideal for these calm conditions, and Stradling’s faint-hearted action cannot have endeared him to Selkirk and the rest of his crew.


Meanwhile the St. George managed to close with the enemy and began to exchange cannon fire. The two ships, reported the French captain, then “fought. . . broadside and broadside for more than six hours” and his own crew took heavy casualties, with many killed and at least thirtytwo men badly wounded. Nine men aboard the St. George lost their lives. Then, just when it seemed that the Frenchman was about to surrender, Dampier abruptly ordered the attack to be broken off. Dampier later made the excuse that his crew was still weak from their ocean voyage and many of them had fled below decks in fright. Funnell, by contrast, said that it was Dampier who was the coward, and his crew had urged him to finish off the fight. John Welbe, another of Dampier’s crew, agreed with Funnell’s assessment. Dampier spent most of the action cowering “upon the Quarter-Deck behind a good Barricado which he had order’d to be made of Beds, Rugs, Pillows, Blankets etc.” In this spirit of mutual acrimony the two ships turned back to Juan Fernandez.
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