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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

John Paul Jones was a vain, diminutive man, and a 

"foreigner" who spoke with a distinct Scottish accent, yet 

because of his remarkable service to the American cause 

during the Revolutionary War, he was and still is considered 

to be one of America's greatest heroes. He is best known 

for his almost miraculous defeat of an English ship, the 
1 

Serapis, with his poorly-equipped Bonhomme Richard in 1779, 

It was during this battle that Jones, as his ship was being 

fired upon by the Serapis, refused to surrender and cried, 

2 

"I have not yet begun to fight." Jones's statement is re

membered even in the twentieth century. As Samuel Eliot 

Morison's lively and accurate biography of the hero reveals, 

during the Battle for Britain in World War II, the First 

Lord of the (British) Admiralty stated in a radio broadcast 

that Jones's phrase expressed the sentiments of all English-
3 

men, and sailors at Pearl Harbor repeated Jones's statement 
4 

after their ships were destroyed. Many individuals have 

•̂ Samuel Eliot Morison, John Paul Jones: A Sailor's 
Biography (Boston: Little, Brown, 1959), Chapter XIII; since 
the name of Jones's Bonhomme Richard has been spelled many 
ways, in this paper the spelling used by Morison has been 
employed. 

^Morison, p. 230. 

"^Morison, p. 413. 

"̂ Ibid. 



performed courageous acts in battle but have not been 

revered as long as Jones has. The reason for the naval 

captain's popularity seems to be that he was not only brave 

but defiant; even when faced with apparently insurmountable 

difficulties, he refused to be beaten, and it is this qual

ity which seems to have caused him to achieve the stature 

5 
of a legendairy hero. 

In the eighteenth century, embellished versions of 

Jones's exploits appeared in various writings and in folk 

ballads. Philip Freneau composed a grandiloquent poem 

honoring Jones in 1783, and, as Morison reveals, the pub-

lication of English "chapbooks" exaggerating Jones's abilities 

made him seem a Robin Hood or Dick Turpin figure to English 

common folk, even though Jones bombarded English shores and 
7 

sank English ships. Numerous ballads depicted Jones's 

nautical escapades, and while some of the English songs 

understandably are not complimentary to the naval captain, 

all the ballads concerning Jones indicate respect for his 

abilities. A song which Morison states still is sung by 

children in Holland contains the verses, "Here comes Paul 

For a list of qualities of a legendary hero see 
Joseph Fontenrose, The Ritual Theory of Myth (Berkeley: 
Univ. of California Press, 1966), pp. 54-55. 

^Philip Freneau, "On the Memorable Victory Obtained 
by the Gallant Captain Paul Jones," quoted in Morison, pp. 
317-318. 

7 
Morison, p. 249. 



Jones, such a nice fellow!/ He does many bold deeds for 
o 

the good of his friends." English balladeers sang of the 

captain. 
He took the Serapis 
Did he not? Did he not? 
He took the Serapis, tho' the battle it was hot. 

But a rogue and a vagabond, is he not?^ 

Of course, the ballads which praised Jones's abilities most 

extravagantly were sung by Americans, and included "Paul 

Jones the Privateer," which concerns "[t]hat gallant Yankee 

ship that flew the stripes and stars," Jones's Ranger, 

and the best-known ballad honoring Jones, "Paul Jones's 

Victory." This last song commemorates Jones's battle with 

the Serapis, and contains a stanza which seems to express 

the attitude of Americans toward their first naval hero: 
Here's luck to Paul Jones with sword in hand. 
Who is foremost in action and giving command. 
Here's luck to Paul Jones and his brave crew. 
If we had not a bold captain, boys, what could we do? 
Hurrah, our country forever, hurrahlH 

o 

""Here comes Paul Jones," quoted in Morison, p. 256. 
q 
"A New Song of Paul Jones," quoted in Morison, 

pp. 246-247. 

In J. Malcolm Laws, Jr., Native American Balladry 
(Philadelphia: American Folklore Society, 1950), p. 119. 

In Morison, p. 258; also in Laws, pp. 120-121; with 
slight variations in W. Roy Mackenzie, Ballads and Sea Songs 
from Nova Scotia (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1928), 
pp. 205-207; in Louis W. Chappell, Ed., Folk-Songs of 
Roanoke and the Albemarle (Morgantown: The Ballad Press, 
1939), pp. 48-49; and in Newman I. White, Ed., The Frank C. 
Brown Collection of North Carolina Folklore (Durham: Duke 
Univ. Press, 1952), II, 523-525. Mackenzie lists other 
ballads about Jones produced in the eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries. 



"Paul Jones's Victory" has been recorded in the oral tradi-

12 tion in the twentieth century, and it and "Paul Jones the 

Privateer" are two of only three American ballads about the 

13 
Revolutionary War which still survive in America. 

The "bold captain" who has retained his popularity 

for almost three hundred years appeared often in American 

literature during the nineteenth century, perhaps because 

in that time America was rapidly expanding and struggling 

to prove its power, and seemed to demand superhuman abilities 

in its citizens and larger-than-life characters in its liter

ature. Yet, Jones was not always portrayed as being a noble 

hero who represented American strength, as one might expect. 

The most important American writers who depicted Jones— 

James Fenimore Cooper, Herman Melville, Walt Whitman, and 

Winston Churchill—created four very different images of 

the captain; sometimes Jones is the hero of the work in 

which he appears, and sometimes he is a secondary character. 

The purpose of this thesis is to examine these four authors' 

treatments of Jones to determine what each image of this 

American hero reveals about its creator, and about American 

literature as it progressively changed during the nineteenth 

century. Particular attention will be paid to each author's 

adherence to and departure from historical fact in his 

See Brown; also Chappell 

^^Laws, p. 119. 



portrait of Jones, and Morison's definitive John Paul Jones 

A Sailor's Biography will be cited as the authority on the 

"real" Jones and his career. This study of Jones's various 

roles in American literature should prove useful in under

standing the culture of nineteenth-century America, for as 

Peter Thorslev has stated in his The Byronic Hero, 

The hero as he appears in literature bears with him 
the ethos of the age, the unspoken assumptions, the 
philosophical presuppositions in the context of which 
his existence becomes meaningful. His life mirrors 
not so much the events of the age as its tastes, its 
values, its aspirations and hopes for the future.1^ 

-̂  Peter Thorslev, The Byronic Hero: Types and Proto
types (Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press, 1962), p. 19. 



CHAPTER II 

"THIS VERITABLE LEGEND": COOPER'S THE PILOT 

The earliest extensive treatment of John Paul Jones 

in a work of serious literature is Cooper's The Pilot, 

published in 1824. In The Pilot, the first of the eleven 

sea novels Cooper created, Jones appears incognito, dis

guised as a mysterious Mr. Gray who almost miraculously 

guides an American ship out of dangerous English waters. 

Cooper once referred to The Pilot as "this veritable 

legend," and indeed it is, if one accepts as a definition 

of legend that provided by Joseph Fontenrose in his The 

Ritual Theory of Myth. Fontenrose states that the term 

"legend" refers to prose narratives which usually are con

cerned with heroes of the "early days of a nation (or of 

mankind)" and that they often are embellished versions of 
2 

the adventures of persons who once lived. John Paul Jones 

was himself a legendary figure whose actual exploits were 

phenomenal and about whom numerous fictional tales were 

created. In his first sea novel Cooper set forth his own 

•̂ James Fenimore Cooper, The Pilot, 5th ed., 2 vols. 
(Philadelphia: Carey and Lea, 1832), I, 5-6; quoted in 
Thomas Philbrick, James Fenimore Cooper and the Development 
of American Sea Fiction (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 
1961), p. 52. 

^Joseph Fontenrose, The Ritual Theory of Myth 
(Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1966), p. 55. 



"legend" of this individual. Although his mysterious Pilot 

never is referred to as Jones, details of the character's 

appearance, exploits, and personality make this fictional 

account more historically accurate as a portrayal of the 

naval hero than has been realized. For various reasons, 

however. Cooper manipulated historical facts in the novel 

to the extent that his Pilot is a romantic figure in many 

ways very unlike John Paul Jones. An examination of 

Cooper's portrayal of Jones, particularly of the mixture 

of fact and idealization in his account, reveals much about 

Cooper's artistic theories and aims, as well as about the 

tastes of his reading public, which enthusiastically ac

cepted Cooper's version of the adventures of a legendary 

American. 

Several factors compelled Cooper to write a novel 

about America's first naval hero. Like other early 

nineteenth-century Americans, Cooper was concerned with the 

need for development of distinctly American literature. 

Although Washington Irving had shown through his tales and 

journals that America was capable of producing a competent 

author, critics and readers were impatient, as Warren S. 

Walker observes in his James Fenimore Cooper: An Introduc

tion and Interpretation, for an American writer to produce 
3 

"the full-length work, the story with epic proportions." 

•̂ Warren S. Walker, James Fenimore Cooper: An In
troduction and Interpretation (New York: Barnes and Noble, 
1962), p. 21. 



8 

cooper's second novel. The Spy, published in 1821, seemed 

to fulfill the demands of critics and of the public for an 

American novel. Although The Spy unquestionably was influ

enced by the work of a writer of English romances. Sir 

Walter Scott, it is at least set in America, many of its 

characters are American historical figures or folk types, 

4 

and it concerns the American Revolution. After the criti

cal and popular success of The Spy and of his third novel. 

The Pioneers (1823), in which he depicted the American 

wilderness. Cooper began to search for other American sub

jects. 

Considering the success of his earlier work, it is 

somewhat surprising that Cooper chose an entirely new set

ting for his fourth novel: the sea. He was well qualified 

to write of sea life, however. Cooper's fascination with 

the sea had begun when, after Cooper had been expelled from 

Yale College, his father had procured a position for him as 

an ordinary seaman in 1806. Cooper, barely seventeen, 

voyaged to Europe and learned through harsh experiences the 

"ropes" of life on a sailing vessel. He also developed a 
5 

devotion to the sea which lasted throughout his life. 

Cooper joined the young United States Navy in 1807, but, to 

his disappointment, was granted merely desk duty. Finally, 

Walker, p. 22. 
5 
Walker, pp. 7-8 



as the result of family problems, he resigned from the Navy, 

but retained his appreciation for this organization and for 

all seamen. His experiences as a seaman fostered in him 

certain attitudes about the sea which profoundly affected 

his literary career. As Thomas Philbrick noted in his 

study of Cooper and sea fiction. 

Cooper's three year service as a midshipman . . . 
made him view the sea not only as the arena of 
personal adventure but as the locus of national 
glory. His naval service stimulated that inter
est in the maritime past of his country that was 
to culminate in the writing of his History of the 
Navy; it began friendships with officers in the 
Navy that were to sustain his concern with nauti
cal affairs throughout his lifetime; and most 
important, it allowed him to experience the glamour 
of naval service without undergoing the disillusion
ment of combat.^ 

In addition to publishing eleven novels of the sea and the 

History of the Navy of the United States of America (1839) , 

a volume so accurate and objective that it still is regarded 
Q 

as a standard reference on naval history. Cooper published 

in 1846 Lives of Distinguished American Naval Officers. 

This volume, a collection of essays previously published 

separately, includes a biography of John Paul Jones and is 

as accurate as was Cooper's History. As Walker has ob

served, "the novelist in [Cooper] never encroached on the 

^Walker, pp. 8-9. 

"^Philbrick, pp. 42-43. 

^Walker, p. 84. 
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scholar; he did not confuse fact with fiction, history with 

9 
legend." 

It was Cooper's considerable knowledge of the sea 

and of seamanship which led him to object to praises given 

Sir Walter Scott's "sea" novel. The Pirate, which appeared 

in 1823. Cooper insisted the book was not nautically accurate, 

as many had claimed, and he determined to create a novel that 

would present a true picture of his beloved sea. In under

taking such a project he was charting a totally new course 

in novel writing, for authors before him who had dealt with 

the sea, such as Defoe and Smollett, had made it merely "the 

pathway jto adventure" rather than "the pathway ̂  adven

ture, " as he wished it to be. Cooper wanted to write a 

novel that would be set on the sea, and that "if it had no 

other merit, might present truer pictures of the ocean and 
11 

ships than any that are to be found in The Pirate." He 

was doubtful of the success of such a venture, and mentioned 

in his "Preface" to The Pilot that his friends discouraged 

him, certain women protesting that a sea novel would give 
12 

them the "maladie de mer." In order to make his new novel 

9 
Walker, p. 84. 

•'•^Walker, p. 25. 

-̂'"Cooper, The Pilot (New York: W. A. Town send and 
Co., 1859), p. viii. Subsequent references to The Pilot in 
this thesis are to this edition, unless otherwise indicated 

12 
The Pilot, p. IX. 
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palatable to his readers. Cooper decided, according to his 

daughter, 

to connect with the narrative some historical name 
which should give it importance, and for the same 
reason the period of the Revolution was chosen for 
the date of the tale. The nautical annals of that 
time were brief, and a rapid glance was sufficient 
to show that among the historical figures that of 
the bold adventurer, Paul Jones, stood prominent 
as one of the few adapted to a work of fiction.•'• 

The choice of Jones as subject apparently was a happy one, 

for the novel was a success with most of Cooper's readers, 

and, especially gratifying to the author, was regarded as 

nautically accurate by the seamen whom he asked to preview 

it. In the novel Cooper carefully presented detailed de

scriptions of sailing maneuvers, parts of ships, and even 

14 
whaling, and gave such characters as Long Tom Coffin 

15 
speech filled with sailors' lingo. Thomas Shubrick, the 

seaman to whom the novel is dedicated, told Cooper that the 

only error he found in the book was that at one point Cooper 
1 6 

had "let [his] job stand too long," a defect which the 

author promptly corrected. Although it does not contain as 
17 

much "salt water" as does his later work. The Pilot 

•̂ "̂ Susan Fenimore Cooper, "Introduction" to The Pilot 
(London: Routledge, 1895), pp. xv-xvii. 

"̂̂ The Pilot, pp. 210-216. 

•̂ T̂he Pilot, p. 232. 

Henry W. Boynton, James Fenimore Cooper (New York: 
Century, 1931), p. 121. 

17 
Walker, p. 68. 
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nevertheless established Cooper as the originator of a genre 

-. ^. 18 
sea fiction. 

Because of Cooper's love for the sea and for the 

American Navy, and because of his previous success in writ

ing about historical figures in The Spy, it would seem that 

John Paul Jones was the perfect choice as hero of a 

Cooperian novel. The Pilot was, in Cooper's day, one of the 

19 

most popular of his sea novels, but some of Cooper's con

temporaries and most modern critics of his work have at

tacked Cooper's characterization in this novel of the 

mysterious Pilot. Nineteenth-century critics seemed to ob

ject to the fact that Cooper's Pilot was not very much like 

the American hero. A writer in the U. S. Literary Gazette 

noted, 

[W] e think Mr. Cowper [sic] fails most in the man
agement of the Pilot's historical character. If 
he intends him to be Paul Jones indeed . . . more 
should have been said of his origin, history, and 
connexions, that the personal identity of the 
character might be more obvious.^'^ 

One reviewer succinctly stated, "there is too much Byronism 

^^Carl Van Doren. The American Novel (New York: 
Macmillan, 1940), p. 27. 

19 
Walker, p. 65. 

20 
Anonymous review, U. S. Literary Gazette, 1824, 

in Marcel Clavel, James Fenimore Cooper and the Critics 
(Aix-en-Provence: Imprimerie Univ. de Provence, 1938), 
pp. 186-187. 
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21 
about [the Pilot] ," while G. S. Hilliard remarked in the 

prestigous Atlantic Monthly in 1862, 

[w] e are so constantly told of [the pilot's] 
calmness and abstraction, of his sudden starts 
and bursts of feeling, of his low voice, of his 
fits of musing, that the aggregate impression is 
that of affectation and self-consciousness, rather 
than of a simple, passionate, and heroic nature. 
Mr. Gray does not seem to us at all like the rash, 
firey [sic], and dare-devil Scotsman of history.^^ 

Twentieth-century critics have been no more enthu

siastic about the Pilot. In 1910, John Erskine stated his 

objections to the inopportune moments of contemplation in 

which the Pilot indulges. The "secret past of the chief 

figure pursues him like a fury," Erskine remarked, "and 

especially induces moods of irrelevant abstraction just 

23 

when a clear, decided mind is needed." Stanley Williams 

seemed to speak for most modern critics of the Pilot when 

he wrote, 
[T]his misty representation of John Paul Jones re
minds us of the earlier portrait of George Wash
ington [in The Spy]; Cooper never learned that 
dimness of outline and an aura of mystery did not 
in themselves create an heroic character. In this 
man without a country he attempts a tragic hero; 
instead he achieves a Byronic ghost, a man with 

Anonymous review, Colburn's New Monthly Magazine, 
XII (March, 1824), 123. 

22 
G. S. Hilliard, "Fenimore Cooper," Atlantic 

Monthly, IX (June, 1862), 60. 
23 
John Erskine, Leading American Novelists (New 

York: Holt, 1910), p. 71. 
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secret sorrows, darkened brow, mysterious devotions, 
and almost comic mannerisms.^^ 

Although, as Williams and the earlier critics ob

served. Cooper's mysterious Mr. Gray is in several ways 

unlike John Paul Jones, it can be seen that the desire for 

nautical realism, which caused Cooper scrupulously to re

late in his novels details of a ship's maneuvers and a 

ship's rigging and to create a believable "old salt" such 

as Long Tom Coffin, led him also to make his portrait of the 

"father" of the American Navy in many ways historically 

accurate. Too, he relied greatly on historical fact be

cause he felt the inclusion of actual history in the novel 

would make it more appealing to his readers. In 1824 Cooper 

believed that to launch effectively a new kind of fiction, 

the sea novel, he needed to "blend history and nautical 

fiction in the new work, or at least to introduce some one 

striking historical character, so that the reader's atten-
25 

tion could thus be more readily attracted." A comparison 

of Cooper's portrayal of Jones in The Pilot with his objec

tive biography of the hero in Lives of Distinguished Ameri

can Naval Officers and with Samuel Eliot Morison's defini

tive modern biography of Jones shows that Cooper's Pilot is 

24 
Stanley T. Williams, "James Fenimore Cooper," in 

Robert E. Spiller, et al. , eds., Literary History of the 
United States (New York: Macmillan, 1948), I, 257. 

25 
Susan Fenimore Cooper, p. xvi. 
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not as completely divorced from actual history as many have 

believed. In addition to making his Pilot resemble Jones 

physically. Cooper mentioned in his novel exploits with 

which Jones had been involved. Most importantly, the per

sonality of Cooper's Pilot is very like that of Jones. 

In his novel Cooper described the Pilot as being 

"a trifle below middle size," with a "muscular and athletic" 

frame and "manly beauty." The Pilot also speaks with a 

distinct "burr." Cooper stated, too, that although the 

Pilot wore a rough, coarse jacket, he had about him "an 

air of neatness and care that was altogether unusual in men 

of his profession." Morison corroborates the accuracy 

of this description. The mature Jones, according to Mori

son, was "handsome, strong, and virile," short, and, al

though the darling of European polite society while in port, 
27 

retained his pronounced Scottish accent. Both Cooper's 

biography and Morison's mention Jones's careful dress and 

polite manners, characteristics which were unusual in a 

. 28 
nineteenth-century sea captain. 

In addition to giving his Pilot the physical char

acteristics of Jones, Cooper also patterned events of the 

^^The Pilot, p. 68. 

27 
Samuel Eliot Morison, John Paul Jones: A Sailor's 

Biography (Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1959), p. 277. 

Morison, p. 411. 
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Pilot's voyage after Jones's exploits. As Cooper's daughter 

revealed, the voyage of Jones's Ranger, from which he in

stigated an attempted kidnaping of the Earl of Selkirk, 

29 
"suggested the plot of The Pilot." In 1778, Jones in his 

Ranger began to harass small English ports with the hope of 

diverting the attention of the English from American shores. 

He decided to take the Earl of Selkirk as a hostage to be 

exchanged for an American prisoner of war, but when he 

reached the Earl's estate on St. Mary's Isle, the Earl was 

away. Instead, Jones took some silver, which he later re-

30 turned, and prevented his men from ransacking the estate. 

Cooper's Pilot in his Ariel also landed on the English shore, 

at St. Ruth's Abbey. After being held prisoner the Pilot 

quietly gained control of the estate and took the estate's 

owner. Colonel Howard, hostage; too, he prohibited his men 

31 
from stealing some of the Colonel's possessions. The 

Pilot's Ariel shared the name of the last American ship 

which Jones commanded, and certain details of the voyage of 

the Pilot's Ariel are similar to activities of the Ariel of 

Jones. Jones's Ariel was in 1780 caught in a violent storm 

off the coast of Brittany. According to Morison, Jones 

wrote that never before this storm did he "fully conceive 

29 

Susan Cooper, p. xv. 

Morison, Chapter VIII. 

"^•^ThePilot, pp. 382-394 
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32 

the awful majesty of Tempest and of shipwreck. . . . " 

Jones managed to prevent his ship from crashing on coastal 

rocks, and, as a French captain wrote, "the Commodore 

[Jones] showed in this gale the same strength that he had 

exhibited in battle [;] . . . the crew and passengers all 
33 

credit him with saving the ship." The Pilot's Ariel also 
was caught in a storm in which. Cooper related, the wind 

seemed to howl, surlily, as it passed the complicated 
machinery that the frigate obtruded on its path. An 
endless succession of white surges rose above the 
heavy billows, and the very air was glittering with 
the light that was disengaged from the ocean.^ 

Cooper described in detail the Pilot's actions which saved 

the ship from this storm, and allowed Griffith to comment 

on the Pilot's abilities. Griffith cried to Mr. Gray, "You 

have this night proved yourself a faithful Pilot, and such 

35 
a seaman as the world cannot equal." Long Tom Coffin also 

attested to the proficiency of the Pilot. "For as long a 

time as I have followed the waters," Long Tom remarked, 

I've never known a Pilot come off in greater need. . . . " II T I 

Both Cooper's biography and Morison's mention that Jones, 

like the Pilot, was one of the finest seamen ever known. 

32 

John Paul Jones, in Morison, p. 304. 

Morison, p. 305. 

The Pilot, p. 56. 

^^The Pilot, p. 63. 

-̂ T̂he Pilot, p. 232. 
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Cooper stated. 

Throughout the whole of the cruise of the Ranger 
Jones displayed the highest species of courage; 
that of justly apprehending his own resources, 
and of not exaggerating dangers, a union of spirit 
and judgement that ever produces the best com
manders. ̂ ^ 

Morison wrote, "Of the quality of Jones's seamanship, one 

needs no more evidence than those escapes from faster and 

more powerful ships, and the saving of Ariel from crashing 

38 
on the Penmarch rocks." 

Most significant of the similarities between Cooper's 

biographical account of Jones and his fictional account in

volves a summation of Jones's character which appears in 

both works. In the Lives, Cooper wrote. 

There can be no question that Paul Jones was a great 
man. By this we mean far more than an enterprising 
and dashing seaman. The success which attended ex
ploits effected by very insufficient means, forms 
the least portion of his claims to the character. 
His mind aimed at high objects, and kept an even 
pace with his elevated views. . . . That Jones had 
many defects of character is certain. They arose 
in part from temperament, and in part from educa
tion. His constant declarations of the delicacy of 
his sentiments, though true in the main, were in a 
taste that higher association in youth would prob
ably have corrected. There was, however, a lofti
ness of feeling about him, that disinclined him 
equally to meanness and vulgarity, and as for the 
coarseness of language and deportment, that too 
much characterized the habits of the sea, in his 
time, he appears never to have yielded to them. 

37 
Cooper, "Paul Jones," from Lives of Distinguished 

American Naval Officers in Robert E. Spiller, James Fenimore 
Cooper (New York: American Book, 1936), p. 243. 

38 
Morison, p. 412. 
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All this was well in itself . . . but it would 
have been better had he spoken less frequently 
of his exemption from such failings. . . .39 

Morison's biography again corroborates the authenticity of 

Cooper's statements. Morison notes, "There are many ways 

in which Paul Jones could have been a better man—but he 

would not then have been Paul Jones. "^^ Like Cooper, Mori

son comments on Jones's loneliness, his sometimes foolhardy 

courage, his unpredictable temper, and his vanity. Morison 

observes, "Paul Jones was never interested in anybody except 

Paul Jones, or in anything except a navy as a projection of 

his talents and expectations." Morison also asserts, 

however, that Jones did have "higher aims"; he truly was a 

patriot. Morison states, "[o]f Jones's patriotism there 

can be no doubt [;] . . .he always lived up to his motto, 

42 Pro Republica. . . . " 

A comparison of these biographical accounts of 

Jones—specifically Cooper's—with the description of Mr. 

Gray given by Griffith in the final paragraphs of The Pilot 

clearly refuted the charge by many critics of this novel 

that Cooper's Pilot bears little resemblance to the "real" 

Jones. Griffith, describing the mysterious Pilot to his 

"^^Cooper, "Paul Jones," pp. 264-265 

40 
Morison, p. 409. 

41 
Morison, p. 410. 

42 
Morison, p. 410. 
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wife, states, 

[The Pilot] was a man, and not therefore without 
foibles, among which may have been reckoned the 
estimation of his own acts; but they were most 
daring, and deserving of praise! Neither did he 
at all merit the obloquy that he received from his 
enemies. . . . [H] ad he lived in times . . . when 
his cool, deliberate, even desperate courage, 
could have been exercised in a regular and well-
supported Navy, and had the habits of his youth 
better qualified him to have borne, meekly, the 
honours he acquired in his age, he would have left 
behind no name in its lists that would have de
scended to the latest posterity of his adopted 
countrymen with greater renownI^^ 

Cooper did, then, attempt to create a portrait of 

Jones that was in some ways historically accurate, an at

tempt which is consistent with his wish to depict the life 

of the sea and of seamen realistically, and to employ actual 

American heroes in his romances. His Pilot definitely is, 

however, a child of the Romantic Age. As Kay Seymore House, 

among other critics, has noted. Cooper included in his ac

count of the Pilot almost all the conventions of a romantic 

44 hero. Mr. Gray has "high sensibilities" and unwavering 

devotion to a patriotic cause. He is also proud and passion

ate. These traits make him essentially a Byronic hero, and, 

as Patricia M. Knight points out in her unpublished Master's 

thesis, the Pilot especially is like two types of Byronic 

•̂̂ The Pilot, p. 486. 

Kay Seymour House, Cooper's Americans (Columbus 
Ohio State Univ. Press, 1965), p. 191. 
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45 heroes, Childe Harold and the heroes of the Turkish Tales. 

The Pilot also resembles a folk character who appeared of

ten in romantic novels of the nineteenth century, the wanderer, 

The Pilot's romantic "sensibility" is revealed through 

his numerous melancholy reflections about his past and com

ments about his future, and also through his ill-fated love 

affair with Alice Dunscombe. His noble, if qualified, dedi

cation to the cause of liberty for which Americans were fight

ing also makes him a romantic figure. In explaining his brand 

of patriotism, the Pilot states, "I wear [America's] repub

lican livery and call the Americans my brothers, but it is 

because [they] combat in behalf of human nature. Were [their] 

cause less holy I would not shed the meanest drop that flows 
46 

in English veins to serve it. . . . " To Alice, the Pilot 

assesses his reputation in phrases which reveal his passion

ate ambition and pride: 

My name has been sounded, and that in no gentle 
strains . . . when a whole people have quailed at 
it, the craven cowardly wretches flying before the 
man they had wronged. I have lived to bear the 
banners of the new republic proudly in sight of 
the three kingdoms, when practised skill and equal 
arms have in vain stmggled to pluck it down. Ay! 
Alice, the echoes of my guns are still roaring 
among your eastern hills, and would render my name 
more appalling than inviting to your sleeping 
yeomen.'47 

^^Patricia M. Knight, "The Byronic Hero in Cooper's 
Sea Novels" (Master's thesis, Texas Tech University, 1968), 
p. 31. 

"̂ T̂he Pilot, pp. 241-242. 

"̂ "̂ The Pilot, p. 67. 
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Patricia Knight examines in detail the Byronic as

pects of the Pilot's character. She observes that, like 

Childe Harold, the Pilot has about him an aura of mystery 

and secret sin, and the passion of both Byron's creation 

and Cooper's is revealed in "flashes of terrible fire" 

across their brows.^ Both Childe Harold and the Pilot 

also have left their native lands to become wanderers. Like 

the heroes of Byron's Turkish Tales, Miss Knight points out, 

the Pilot is haughty, yet contemplative, and his name is, 

as he tells Alice, famed and feared, as were the names of 

49 the heroes of Byron's Tales. 

Like many of Byron's heroes and other figures in 

romantic literature, the Pilot is, also, as mentioned above, 

a wanderer. The prototype of the wanderer is the Wandering 

Jew, a character in the oral tradition who disobeyed the 

laws of God and was condemned to wander eternally. His 

50 eternal wandering makes him, of course, supernatural. 

The supernatural aspects of the mysterious Pilot are hinted 

at by two characters who appear briefly in the novel and 

point out the strangeness of the ships which, although they 

^^Knight, p. 31. 

Knight, p. 50. 

A thorough discussion of this legend is provided 
in George K. Anderson's The Legend of the Wandering Jew 
(Providence: Brown Univ. Press, 1955), passim. 
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do not know it, are under Jones's command. "It's so mortal 

51 
man who can steer long in the road he's journeying . . . ," 

one character observes, as he seems to equate the craft with 

52 another "wanderer," the legendary ship The Flying Dutchman. 

In his The Legend of the Wandering Jew, George K. Anderson 

notes that the result of the punishment of wandering is to 

remove the wanderers from "the normalcy of mankind, usually 

to mark them apart from the society which they had flouted, 

and to make them realize their predicament, while realizing 

53 also that the conformists were prospering." That the 

Pilot is thus separated from society seems to be indicated 

by the quotations which Cooper inserted at the beginnings 

of the chapters in the novel in which the Pilot first ap

pears and is last seen. At the beginning of Chapter II, 

Cooper quoted Matthev; Prior: 

— A horseman's coat shall hide 
Thy taper shape and comeliness of side; 
And with a bolder stride and looser air. 
Mingled with man, a man thou must appear. 

At the beginning of Chapter XXXIV, Cooper quoted William 

Cullen Bryant's "To A Waterfowl": 

Whither, 'midst falling dew. 
While glow the heavens with the last steps of day. 
Far, through their rosy depths dost thou pursue 

Thy solitary way?5' 

5lThe Pilot, p. 12. 

^^walker, pp. 81-82. 

53Anderson, p. 3. 

"̂̂ The Pilot, pp. 18, 463 
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The Pilot is separated from society—an outcast—in many 

ways. He has abandoned his homeland, and, as a result, has 

been branded a traitor by Englislimen and by Alice Dunscombe, 

the woman who loves him. He is even an outcast aboard the 

Ariel, because he will not reveal his identity. Only the 

Captain and Griffith, who know who he is, and Long Tom Cof

fin, who respects his seamanship, are really sympathetic 

toward the Pilot. Barnstable, for example, mistrusts the 

Pilot even after the mysterious figure has saved the Ariel 

from crashing on the English shore. When Barnstable sees 

someone approaching the Ariel after the Pilot and others 

have gone ashore, he cries, "'By my good eyes I believe it 

is that accursed Pilot, sneaking from the land and leaving 

55 Griffith and Manual to die in English prisons.'" Like 

other wanderers, the Pilot realizes his condition. As he 

tells Alice, "'I left [England] because I found in it nothing 

but oppressions and injustice, and I could not invite you to 

become the bride of a wanderer, without either name or for-

tune.'" He also knows that conformists—those of his 

countrymen who have chosen to serve the king—are more for

tunate than he. In contrast to America, which often rewarded 

officers according to their family background and failed to 

give the Pilot the promotions he deserved, England, the Pilot 

^^The Pilot, p. 276. 

^^The Pilot, p. 164. 
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says, "'knows the value of those who shed their blood'" for 

57 
her. In his study of the Byronic hero, Peter Thorslev 

observes that Byron's wanderers are men of fate and destiny, 
C O 

who often are aware of a tragic future for themselves. 

Like such wanderers, the Pilot knows that his "life . . . 

will be short,"^ but he realizes, too, that it is his des

tiny eventually to be honored for his exploits. He says of 

himself, "'The truth must be finally known; and when that 

hour shall come, they will say, he was a faithful and gallant 
• .,60 warrior. " 

The Pilot obviously is, then, a romantic creation, 

but even those traits which make him a romantic hero seem 

to have been drawn from the actual history of John Paul 

Jones. Jones, according to Morison, was a man of "sensi

bility" who engaged in numerous love affairs and wrote ro

mantic poetry to his paramours. Morison states that Euro

peans were surprised at Jones's sensibility but nevertheless 

willing to praise it. Morison quotes Baron Grimm, a man who 

"knew everyone in the literary and fashionable world" in 

Europe, and who noted with amazement that "'1'intrepide 

57 
The Pilot, p. 445. 

C O 

Peter Larsen Thorslev, The Byronic Hero: Types 
and Prototypes (Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press, 
1962), 23. 

59 
The Pilot, p. 193. 

^^The Pilot, p. 414. 
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Paul-Jones'" was also "'I'homme du monde le plus sensible 

et le plus doux'" whose attempts at poetry were filled with 
61 

"'grace and sweetness.'" Jones, like the Pilot, valued 

contemplation, and was proud and passionate. He was also 

63 
a wanderer who served numerous nations, and his amazing 

victories against apparently overwhelming odds undoubtedly 

made many individuals feel that he had superhuman abilities, 

as the viewers of the Pilot's craft felt that he had. 

The undeniable differences between Jones and the 

Pilot seem to have resulted because of the emphasis Cooper 

gave in his fictional portrait to certain characteristics 

he had borrowed from the real Jones. The major difference 

lies in the melancholia which affected Cooper's Pilot and 

caused him, on board ship, to discuss his disappointments 

and his loneliness. Though a wanderer and a lonely man, 

Jones on board ship, according to Morison, was a consummate 

seaman, concerned only with planning the maneuvers of his 
64 

vessel and with organizing his men. Morison records that 

in writing of his voyages Jones was insensitive to people 

or places he met. He wrote only of the activities of his 

ship, never of the lovers who filled his correspondence 

61 •̂ Quoted in Morison, p. 276. 

Morison, p. 391. 

Morison, p. 406 

^^Morison, p. 412. 
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when he was ashore. Far from being prone to soliloquizing 

about his problems, as Cooper's Pilot was, Jones in com

mand of a ship was authoritative with his men, an egotist 

who undoubtedly never would have accepted the humble posi

tion and anonymity accorded Cooper's Pilot on board the 

6 S 
Ariel. When he allowed Griffith to describe Jones, 

Cooper revealed the approach he would take toward Jones in 

his novel. To Griffith, the Pilot's face "appeared rather 

characterized by melancholy and thought than by that de

termined decision which he had so powerfully displayed in 
66 

the moments of the Ariel's most extreme danger. . . . " 

Cooper emphasized the Pilot's melancholy and thought, rather 

than his other traits, to make him appear a more noble in

dividual than Jones actually had been, and to make him be

come in the novel a romantic and tragic hero. 

Several factors caused Cooper to idealize certain 

aspects of Jones's life and character in his novel. Purely 

literary influences obviously affected Cooper's portrayal. 

At the beginning of his career. Cooper felt 

[T]he delight of pure imagination, the transporta
tion of ourselves beyond our own bounded vision 
and existence to the past and the distant, into 
scenes of splendor, and into conditions which fancy 
alone could sustain or enjoy, [is]among the rarest 
pleasures that the reader of fiction tastes.^^ 

^^Morison, p. 412. 

^^The Pilot, p. 68. 

^^cooper. Early Critical Essays (1820-1822), ed. 
James F. Beard (Gainesville, Florida: Scholars' Facsimiles 
and Reprints, 1955), pp. 100-101. 
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He decided that the "romance," as popularized by Sir Walter 

Scott, was the most suitable vehicle for this sort of "trans

portation. " As Warren S. Walker points out. Cooper borrowed 

from Scott the techniques of using in his novels "melodrama 

and spectacle to heighten the action, picturesque setting 

and pageantiry to add color to the scene, and either high 

sensibility or rustic quaintness . . . to distinguish his 

characters." Like Scott, Cooper also managed to "cast an 

air of mystery over his tales that removed them still further 

from ordinary life." All these techniques Cooper employed 

in The Pilot. 

Cooper's romantic treatment of Jones also was de

termined by what Thomas Philbrick calls Cooper's "doctrine 

69 of maritime nationalism." In the early nineteenth century, 

most Americans, including Cooper, believed, as did Alexis 

de Tocqueville, that Americans were "born to rule the seas, 

70 
as the Romans were to conquer the world." Cooper felt, 

and tried to convince his countrymen, that "the great out

let to the rest of the world, the path of adventure, and 

the only, at least the principal, theatre for military 

achievements open to the people of this country, is on the 

Walker, p. 22. 

^^Philbrick, p. 42. 

"̂ d̂e Tocqueville, Democracy in America, ed. Phillips 
Bradley (New York: Knopf, 1945 [originally published in 
1835] ) , I, 429. 
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71 
ocean." Since he was aware of the importance of the Navy 

and of sailing to the growth of American nationalism and 

prosperity. Cooper must have felt the tone of high romance 

was appropriate in a novel about such things. He also 

realized that Paul Jones, though a remarkable naval hero, 

was never as noble an individual as he wanted the hero of 

his first sea novel to appear to be. The problem confront

ing Cooper in The Pilot, and in the ten sea novels which 

followed it, was, as Philbrick noted, that 

[t]he fictional celebration of his doctrine of mari
time nationalism demanded the exalted and ideal tone 
of romance; the known facts of American maritime 
history rendered such a tone absurd. The only re
course available to him was to invent appropriate 
incidents and characters and embed them in a general 
historical setting.^2 

In his portrayal of Jones, Cooper relied more 

heavily on historical fact than has been realized, but he 

also idealized history. What he did, in short, was what he 

had planned to do in the novel. As he stated, he believed 

there was "good poetical authority for every material in-
73 

cident" in The Pilot; he realized his portrayal of Jones 

was not completely accurate, but he felt his idealization 

of history had been for a worthwhile purpose: to "transport" 

71 
Cooper, Notions of the Americans, 2 vols. (Phila

delphia: Carey, Lee, and Carey, 1828), II, 86. 
72 
Philbrick, p. 51. 

73 
The Pilot, 5th ed., pp. 5-6. 
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his readers beyond reality and to give appropriate nobility 

to a character who was America's greatest naval hero. When 

he published The Pilot, Cooper seemed to feel that in the 

novel he had produced an admirable historical romance. In 

defining such a novel, he stated that 

the privileges of the Historian and of the writer 
of Romances are very different, and it behooves 
them equally to respect each other's rights. The 
latter is permitted to garnish a probable fiction, 
while he is sternly prohibited from drawing on 
improbable truths.'^ 

In The Pilot Cooper had not drawn on improbable truths; in

stead, he had used a great deal of actual history in his 

account. However, he had invented incidents and attitudes 

of characters which had no basis in reality. 

If the dangers of garnishing probable fiction were 

not apparent to Cooper in 1824, they became so in later years 

His next historical novel, Lionel Lincoln (1825), was a 

75 

failure, and his quite creditable sea novel The Water-

Witch (1831) also was criticized because of the mingling 

of romance and history in it. Cooper's comments on the 

failure of the The Water-Witch to become a popular success 

seem applicable also to The Pilot. In the Preface to The 

Water-Witch, Cooper remarked that 

'^Cooper, Preface to the 1823 edition of The Pilot, 
quoted in Alexander Cowie, The Rise of the American Novel 
(New York: American Book, 1948), p. 169. 

^^Walker, p. 25. 
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its fault is in blending too much of the real with 
the purely ideal. Halfway measures will not do in 
matters of this sort; and it is always safer to 
preserve the identity of a book by a fixed and de
terminate character, than to make the effort to 
steer between the true and the false.^^ 

Criticism of his attempts at historical romance, plus other 

difficulties, brought about great changes in Cooper's work. 

As Warren Walker notes, " [R] omance gave way to realism as 

the problems of Cooper's personal life began to mount. In 

his later years he turned more often to fiction as the 

77 

vehicle for his criticism of the times." Cooper himself 

later expressed dissatisfaction with the character of the 

Pilot as he had presented it. According to his daughter. 

Cooper eventually decided that his depiction of the Pilot 
was not sufficiently true to the reality. The pilot 
of the frigate was represented as a man of higher 
views and aims, in a moral sense, than the facts of 
the life of Paul Jones would justify. The commander 
of the Ranger was in truth a bold and daring adven
turer, a skillful seaman, a brave partisan, an am
bitious man—but he was not the enthusiast in private 
feeling, in political views, described in the pilot 
of the frigate.^^ 

Even though the Pilot eventually was rejected by 

his creator, and even though in his stilted speech and un

comfortably mistimed moments of contemplation he often is 

"^^Cooper, The Water Witch; or the Skimmer of the 
Seas: A Tale, 2 vols. (Philadelphia: Carey and Lea, 1830), 
I, i. 

77 
Walker, p. 25. 

78 • • 
Susan Cooper, p. xxii 
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irritating to the modern reader, he still seems worthy of 

examination. A study of the Pilot is, in effect, a study 

of Cooper's early literary theories. The historical and 

nautical accuracy in his portrayal of the Pilot show that 

Cooper was aware of the potential of realistic detail in 

making romances appeal to the public as well as in present

ing a true picture of the sea; the romantic idealization 

in his account of Jones's life reveals that in 1823 Cooper 

felt fiction should remove the reader from day-to-day reality, 

Cooper's depiction of the Pilot also seems to reflect the 

culture of early nineteenth-century America. As Richard 

Chase has remarked. Cooper's novels "established for later 

writers certain images of American culture and proposed 

certain ideological and aesthetic ways of understanding 

79 American life and representing it." In The Pilot, the 

aspect of American culture with which Cooper seemed to be 

concerned is the significance to Americans of a legendary 

figure from their country's past. D. H. Lawrence, writing 

of the maddening implausibility of plots and certain char

acters in Cooper's novels, stated. 

Now let me put aside my impatience at the unreality 
of this vision [the Leatherstocking adventures] and 
accept it as a wish-fulfillment vision, a kind of 
yearning myth. Because it seems to me that the 
things in Cooper that make one so savage, when one 
compares them with actuality, are perhaps, when one 

7Q 
'Richard Chase, The American Novel and Its Tradi

tions (New York: Doubleday, 1957), p. 46. 
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considers them as presentations of a deep sub
jective desire, real in their way, and almost 
prophetic.^0 

Although Lawrence was concerned with Cooper's Leatherstock

ing Tales and their mythopoetic depiction of the American 

wilderness, his comment also could be applied to The Pilot 

as well, since in this novel also there seems to be pre

sented a "deep subjective desire." In The Pilot, Cooper 

was writing for members of a young nation which was, in the 

early nineteenth century, struggling to achieve psychologi

cal independence from the homeland from which it had been 

separated politically almost a half-century earlier. Ameri

cans wanted to be assured that their country was achieving 

autonomy, and also that America was worthy of such inde

pendence. The desire of Americans for truly American litera

ture was one example of their feeling during this period, as 

was their interest in the more noble aspects of their past. 

By idealizing the history of John Paul Jones, and by making 

his Jones a contemplative hero fond of expressing his pa

triotism in dramatic speeches. Cooper was able to give to 

Americans a spokesman for American ideals, a man who could 

remind them of the admirable past of their nation. The 

Pilot, born in Great Britain, had chosen to reject "the 

arbitrary boundaries of tyrants and hirelings" and "grapple 

80 
D. H. Lawrence, "Fenimore Cooper's Leatherstock

ing Novels," Studies in Classic American Literature (New 
York: Doubleday, 1955 [originally published in 1923]), 
p. 73. 
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with oppression" in the defense of "sacred liberty." This 

"sacred liberty" which was the American cause, the Pilot 

reminded Americans, was holy, and "hallow[ed] every exploit 

81 
that [was] undertaken in its favour. . . . " 

Cooper's Pilot, in addition to reminding Americans 

of patriotic concepts, also becomes a symbol of their coun

try's naval power. As Thomas Philbrick has noted, "[B]efore 

1850, the American frontier was primarily a maritime one[;] 

. . . the sea rather than the continental wilderness was 

the principal focus of the yearnings and imaginings of the 

82 
American dream." The noble Pilot's place in this dream 

seemed to be that, through his ability to overcome great 

odds to achieve victories, he could give Americans reason 

to believe, as did finally even the staunch defender of the 

English king. Colonel Howard, that it was the "pleasure 

of heaven" that America should prevail on the seas and 

83 • • achieve total independence from England. As Philbrick 

has remarked, in The Pilot Cooper brings to "successful 

completion" a "search for national identity" which was the 

theme of two others of his sea novels. The Red Rover and 

The Water-Witch. Philbrick observes, 

[I]n their common celebration of national indepen
dence. Cooper's first three nautical romances gain 

Q^The Pilot, p. 169. 

°^Philbrick, p. vii. 

-̂̂ The Pilot, p. 466. 
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a kind of epic unity. In each the free and daring 
life of the sea becomes equated with the promise 
of political identity, as if the values of the sea
man's calling necessitated the eventual self-
realization of a people so thoroughly maritime as 
the Americans.Q4 

The legendary Pilot serves to remind Americans of 

more than their naval powers, however. Although in the 

novel he is occasionally what William Gilmore Simms con

sidered he was, a "prometheus in action—inflexible, ready 

to endure—isolated but still human in a fond loyalty to all 

8 5 the great hopes and interests of humans," he also seems 

to become a tragic figure. He is forced to appear as a 

humble pilot, a man who has the responsibility of guiding 

a ship, though not the right to command it. His paradoxi

cal position causes the Pilot to be isolated, and seems to 

provoke his reflections about past difficulties and future 

problems. Like other tragic figures, the Pilot also is 

excessively proud. Although he "loses all vain images in 

worthy feelings" for a moment when he is with Alice Duns

combe, his feelings are "smothered by visionary expectations 

of a wild ambition and perhaps of fierce resentments. . . . " 

Because of his proud ambition he loses Alice, and, as 

84 
Philbrick, p. 58. 

^^William Gilmore Simms, Views and Reviews in Ameri
can Literature, History and Fiction, First Series, ed. C. 
Hugh Holman (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1962 [first 
published 1845]), p. 272. 

^^The Pilot, pp. 420-421. 
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Griffith observes, eventually loses, too, the lasting re-

87 spect of many of his countrymen. 

The Pilot is a striking contrast to Long Tom Coffin, 

a figure who also appears to represent in the novel the 

strength of America's seamen. Long Tom is a simple man who 

has forgotten how to act on land and has become one of the 

sea's own, to be reclaimed by her at his death. Like an

other of Cooper's simple men. Natty Bumppo, Tom is what 

R. W. B. Lewis has defined as an Adamic hero, 

a radically new personality [in early nineteenth-
century America], the hero of the new adventure: an 
individual emancipated from history, happily bereft 
of ancestry, untouched and undefiled by the usual 
inheritance of family and race, an individual stand
ing alone, self-reliant and self-propelling, ready 
to confront whatever awaited him with the aid of 
his own unique inherent resources.^8 

Like Natty, Long Tom has a natural piety, or reverence for 

God as He is revealed in nature. Cooper's Pilot shares 

some of the characteristics of these Adamic heroes. He 

has been separated from his personal heritage and has 

adopted a wilderness, the ocean, as his world. He also 

stands alone, confident in his own resources. However, 

Cooper's Pilot lacks the unselfishness and purity of Long 

Tom or Natty, and it is this lack which brings about his 

^"^The Pilot, p. 486. 

88 
R. W. B. Lewis, The American Adam: Innocence, 

Tragedy and Tradition in the Nineteenth Century (Chicago: 
Univ. of Chicago Press, 1955), p. 5. 
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tragedy. Although he is a great man, his "desire of dis-

89 
tinction, his ruling passion[,]" deprives him of the 

strength of belief in a power and order more important than 

the world's and his own. 

In the character of the Pilot Cooper seems to create 

a symbol of the nobility and strength which was America's 

past and potential, yet the Pilot also represents other 

ideas. Donald Ringe believes that the Pilot reflects the 

dangers inherent in a democracy, since a man like the Pilot, 

though he could impose necessary order, could also become 

tyrannical. The Pilot lacks, Ringe notes, what Long Tom 

possesses, the "self-control and devotion to something be-

90 yond himself that are necessary for a stable democracy." 

Too, Cooper seems to be commenting in this novel on the dif

ferent attitudes Americans might take toward the sea. Long 

Tom respects the sea and serves it because of this respect. 

As he says, he was "born on the waters" and "it's according 

91 
to all things for a man to love his native soil." He 

states that "riches and honor are for the great and the 

larned, and there's nothing left for poor Tom Coffin to do, 

but to veer and haul on his own rolling-tackle, that he may 

^\he Pilot, p. 486. 

Donald A. Ringe, James Fenimore Cooper (New York: 
Twayne, 1962), p. 40. 

•̂''The Pilot, p. 232. 
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ride out the rest of the gale of life without springing any 

92 

of his old spars." The Pilot also has a close relation

ship with the ocean. In his inscrutability the Pilot is 

very like the mysterious sea on which he lives, and Cooper 

reinforces the reader's perception of this similarity by 

often describing the Pilot in terms usually applied to the 

sea itself. Griffith observes that the Pilot's face is like 

"the ocean at rest"^^ when he is calm, since his passions 

could erupt so suddenly. When the Pilot angrily complains 

about the French's not giving him the ship he deserved. 

Cooper notes that the Pilot's "tempest of passions subsided 

to the desperate and still calmness that made him the man 

he was." In spite of his close relationship with the sea, 

the Pilot seems to view it only as an arena in which he can 

achieve personal glory, the riches and honor which Long Tom 

disdains. Unlike Long Tom, who was content to die in the 

ocean, the Pilot cries to Alice, "'Many malignant hearts 

have triumphed as they beheld my canvass open, thinking that 

it was spread to hasten me to a gibbet, or to a tomb in the 
95 bosom of the ocean! but I have disappointed them!'" 

^^The Pilot, p. 234. 

-̂̂ The Pilot, p. 68. 

"̂̂ The Pilot, p. 177. 

^^The Pilot, p. 174. 
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This proud Pilot's quest for glory, which causes him 

finally to lose the woman who loves him and the respect of 

many, when contrasted with the true nobility of Long Tom 

Coffin (who, as the Ariel was breaking up beneath him, could 

say, "'I was born on the waves, and have always meant that 

96 
they should be my grave'" ), seems to show that the sea 

should be respected for its own sake, not merely for the 

power it can bring. Although, as Thomas Philbrick has 

pointed out, in The Pilot Cooper "does not seem to have de

veloped . . . the complete and consistent conception of the 

97 meaning of the sea that informs its successors, " Cooper 

did portray the sea in this novel in such a way that his 

readers, who viewed the sea as an "avenue to glory" for 

their nation, could understand it was deserving of respect. 

He carefully described the awesome power of a storm at 

98 

sea, and also commented on the great sea's seeming uncon

cern for the affairs of men. When an English ship fired on 

the Ariel, causing some seamen to fall into the ocean. 

Cooper noted that the "sullen sea swept them by in cold in-

99 
difference." The Pilot was able to maintain control of 

his ship, however, despite the power of such an ocean. 

^^The Pilot, p. 326 

^^Philbrick, p. 53. 

^^The Pilot, p. 56. 

99 The Pilot, p. 460 
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Clearly, even in his first sea novel Cooper was able to de

pict 

the sublime spectacle of the ocean in unbridled 
fury, the nobility of the seamen triumphant over 
the elements by the example of his wit and skill, 
the valor of the ship that struggles for survival 
like a live creature, the glory that illumines 
the carnage. . . .100 

Cooper's description of the sea as a powerful natural force 

whose beauty provoked awe in those who lived upon it was 

an innovation in the novel which later writers of sea fic

tion, such as Melville and Conrad, who praised Cooper's de

piction of the sea, would likewise employ in their work. 

The Pilot is not one of Cooper's best literary crea

tions. His overly dramatic speeches and unnaturally con

trolled emotions make him one-dimensional, often more like 

a figurehead than a believable and intriguing seaman. He 

suffers by comparison to the colorful folk character Long 

Tom Coffin, although the contrast between the two is signifi

cant in the novel. In spite of his deficiencies, however, 

the Pilot seems worthy of examination. The mixture of ro

mance and realism employed in his description of the Pilot 

reveals Cooper's early literary theories, particularly as 

they applied to a new genre, the sea novel. In his identity 

Marcel Clavel, James Fenimore Cooper: Sa vie et 
son oeuvre: La jeunesse (1789-1826) (Aix-en-Provence: 
Imprimerie Univ. de Provence, 1938), p. 437. 

•'•̂ •'•Walker, pp. 69-70. 
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as a legendary American hero the Pilot seems to have an im

portant function in reflecting American culture as well as 

Cooper's ideas about the sea and the men who lived on it. 

In addition, the Pilot's pride and ambition and his wish to 

gain personal power by achieving victory on the ocean appear 

to link him, as Warren Walker has stated Cooper's old salts 

were linked, to "those romantic devotees of the deep, the 

102 
sea-haunted heroes of Melville and Conrad." 

102 
Walker, p. 74. 



CHAPTER III 

A "BARBARIAN IN BROADCLOTH": JONES IN 

MELVILLE'S ISRAEL POTTER 

Although Cooper's melancholy Pilot is similar to 

certain of Melville's sea-haunted heroes, he is quite dif

ferent from the "barbarian in broadcloth" in Israel Potter. 

Melville's Jones strides commandingly across the decks of 

his Bonhomme Richard and defiantly curses the fates which 

have failed to make him a czar. Like the titular hero of 

The Pilot Melville's creation shares many characteristics 

with the "real" Jones, but Melville chose to grant his cap

tain barbaric power rather than the pensiveness and isola

tion which Cooper's Pilot possesses. Too, Melville gave his 

Jones a relatively minor role in Israel Potter. This trans

formation in Jones's character which occurred over the thirty-

year period between the publication of The Pilot and Israel 

Potter reflects changes in American life and in the American 

novel of the sea, as well as differences in the literary 

theories of Cooper and Melville. 

Cooper's Jones was a product of a romantic age, and 

of an author who in 1824 still believed such a hero was 

Inerman Melville, His Fifty Years of Exile (Israel 
Potter) (New York: Sagamore Press, 1957 [originally pub
lished in book form in 1855 after appearing serially in 
1854 in Putnam's Monthly Magazine]), p. 88. [Subsequent 
references to Israel Potter are to the 1957 edition.] 

42 
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appropriate in a novel celebrating America-s maritime past.^ 

The Pilot was accepted enthusiastically by Cooper's Ameri

can readers, who were intensely nationalistic and craved 

literature which would portray American greatness. However, 

the novel was attacked, rather unjustly, when Americans be

gan to demand more realistic portrayals of the sea than 

Cooper's nautically accurate, but romantically embellished, 

early sea tales provided. As Thomas Philbrick points out 

in his study of Cooper and sea fiction, 

[t]he muffled note of realism that was sounding in 
the short sea stories of the early 1830's presaged the 
drastic revision in the next decade of the image of 
the sea reflected in American literature. In part 
this revision was a result of the lively spirit of 
debunking that siezed Americans in the 1840's—jaded 
by a twenty-five year diet of the romanticism of 
Byron and Scott, they resolved, as Constance Rourke 
has pointed out, that "the distant must go, the past 
be forgotten, lofty notions deflated." In part, too, 
it was a result of the gradual fading of the glori
ous vision of maritime life called up by the War of 
1812. And, perhaps most of all, it was a result of 
the demand by the American reading public now 
thoroughly accustomed to the ocean as a setting for 
fiction to know the sea more immediately than Cooper 
had let them know it, to know the maritime life of 
the present as it was lived from day to day by Ameri
can seamen.^ 

One of the most successful writers to respond to the 

wish of Americans for this new sort of sea fiction was 

Richard Henry Dana, whose grimly accurate treatments of the 

Thomas Philbrick, James Fenimore Cooper and the De
velopment of American Sea Fiction (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. 
Press, 1961), pp. 52-53. 

^Philbrick, p. 115. 
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agonies of life on the sea were prompted by a "muckraking" 

spirit and launched a series of similar accounts by less 
4 

capable writers. The sea novel no longer was a celebration 

of American maritime power, a celebration which Cooper had 

felt had demanded a romantic champion such as his Byronic 

Pilot. As Philbrick notes, "[b]y the mid-1840's the only 

market for idealized stories of the pirates and naval heroes 

of the American past was provided by the publication of 
5 

story papers and dime novels." The nautical novel began 

to disappear altogether as Americans came to regard the 

American West, rather than the Atlantic, as their new fron

tier. By the 1850's an agrarian empire based on America's 

natural resources rather than a mercantile empire derived 

from naval power was the focus of the American dream, and 
6 

novels of the sea no longer were in vogue. 

Far from being the "father" of American sea fiction 

as he often is considered to be, Melville was writing when 

such fiction had almost become an outdated commodity. That 

he continued to produce sea tales, and made even his last 

book, Billy Budd (written in 1891) , the story of a sailor, 

indicates that Melville realized this genre was most appro

priate for his talents. Like his contemporaries, Melville 

Shilbrick, p. 119. 
5 
Philbrick, p. 168. 
^Philbrick, p. 168. 
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was concerned with making factual information a part of his 

fiction; such details about whaling are, according to his 

Ishmael, included in Moby Dick to prevent this book from be-
7 

coming "a hideous and intolerable allegory." As Newton 

Arvin observes, Melville was, paradoxically, 

a romantic idealist with a passion for actuality, 
for facts; he was an intuitionalist who wished, in 
his essential reliance on the non-rational and the 
superrational, not to fall a victim to mindlessness, 
not to forswear the sanctions of the intellect.^ 

Melville's experiences as a seaman allowed him to create 

tales of the sea which were anchored in nautical fact. 

Though realistic, his sea novels are not like those 

of most of his contemporaries, however. Melville accurately 

assessed the state of sea fiction in his time when he wrote 

in 1847, 

From time immemorial many fine things have been said 
and sung of the sea. And the days have been, when 
sailors were considered veritable mermen, and the 
ocean itself as the peculiar theatre of the romantic 
and wonderful, but of late years there have been re
vealed so many plain, matter-of-fact details con
nected with nautical life, that, at the present day, 
the poetry of salt water is very much on the wane. 
The perusal of Dana's "Two Years Before the Mast," 
for instance, somewhat impairs the relish with which 
we read Byron's spiritual "Address to the Ocean." 
And when the noble poet raves about laying his hands 
upon the ocean's mane (in other words manipulating 
the crest of a wave), the most vivid image suggested 
is, that of a valetudinarian bather at Rockaway, 

7 
Herman Melville, Moby Dick (New York: Norton, 1967 

[originally published 1851]), p. 177. 
p 

Newton Arvin, Herman Melville (New York: Sloan, 
1950), p. 169. 
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spluttering and choking in the surf, with his mouth 
full of brine.^ 

The heroes Melville created in his early work are not "vale

tudinarian bathers" but appear larger than life and often 
.1 

seem to achieve mythical proportions. In his approach to 

the sea tale Melville seems to have been indebted to the 

romantics, particularly Cooper. As Philbrick points out. 

Cooper had demonstrated that in the fictional treatment of 

the sea an author could employ high romance, which could 

give the narrative an aura of legend, and could treat the 

seaman's life realistically, to grant this figure appropri

ate dignity. Philbrick observes that Cooper also was able, 

in The Sea Lions, to transform the sea novel from a fiction 
in which the chief interest depends on the depiction 
of a special occupation and a special environment 
into a fiction in which that occupation and environ
ment become the symbolic ground for the dramatic 
conflict of ideas and attitudes having universal 
significance. -̂^ 

While Cooper's fiction lacks the power of Melville's 

best work, there are obvious similarities between the novels 

of the two men. Like Cooper Melville was able to produce 

factual accounts of the life of a seaman as well as char

acters, such as Ahab in Moby Dick, who have legendary 

^Herman Melville, Review of Browne's Etchings of a 
Whaling Cruise and Codman's Sailors' Life and Sailor's Yarns 
in Literary World, 1847; in Jay Leyda, The Melville Log 
(New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1951), I, 238. 

•^^Philbrick, p. 264. 
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qualities. He was even more adept than the earlier writer 

at making ships become microcosms in which universal themes 

are symbolically depicted. 

Clearly Melville was indebted to Cooper for his 

treatment of life on the sea, and one would expect, there

fore, the two authors' portrayals of the naval hero John 

Paul Jones to be similar. In 1853 and 1854, however, 

Melville could no longer depict the kind of hero which had 

appeared in his early work. Melville produced Israel Potter 

during a period which one modern critic has called the "long 
11 

decline" of his career. Melville's earliest novels, 

Typee (1846) and Omoo (1847), were exotic tales modeled on 

his own voyages to the South Pacific, and were enthusiasti

cally received by his contemporaries. His readers uneasily 

noted, however, that in later novels, such as Mardi (1849) , 

Pierre; or. The Ambiguities (1852), and particularly Moby 

Dick (1851), Melville made situations, objects and indi

viduals appear to be more than the stuff of adventure. Al

though the term had not yet been invented, Melville was 

attempting to employ symbolism in his work, and his readers 

rejected his efforts. A reviewer in 1854, who failed even 

to mention Moby Dick, revealed the popular attitude toward 

Melville's novels. The reviewer stated. 

Tyrus Hillway, Herman Melville (New York: Twayne, 
1963), p. 113 
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The readers of Omoo and Typee will be rejoiced to 
learn that their favorite Hermann [sic] Melville 
has awakened from that uneasy sleep, during which 
his genius was disturbed by such distempered dreams 
as Mardi, and frightful nightmares like the am
biguous Pierre. We are again promised a prospect 
of another of those Pacific elyseums, which the 
oriental imagination of the author of Typee can so 
richly reproduce. . . . It is said that the next 
number of Putnam's is to contain "The Encantadas, 
or the Enchanted Isles." . . . [U]nder the pilot
age of Melville, all readers will be sure of fall
ing in with refreshing feats of pleasure and de
light. 12 

Disgusted with the inability of his readers to ap

preciate his accomplishments, Melville wrote to Hawthorne 

in 1851, 

What "reputation" H. M. has is horrible. Think of 
it! To go down to posterity is bad enough, any way; 
but to go down as a "man who lived among the canni
bals"! ̂ 3 

His continuing failure to find a sympathetic audience, in 

combination with personal and financial problems, apparently 

produced in Melville a "dark hour of the soul" during which 

his writing was altered considerably. As John T. Frederick 

observes, 

[t]hat Melville underwent a crisis—perhaps physical 
and mental, certainly spiritual—after the writing 

12 
Anonymous review. The New York Evening Post 

(Feb. 14, 1854), in Leyda, I, 484. 
13 
Herman Melville, Letter to Nathaniel Hawthorne 

(June, 1851); in Merrell R. Davis and William H. Oilman, 
Eds., The Letters of Herman Melville (New Haven: Yale 
Univ. Press, 1960), p. 126. 
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of Pierre is a commonplace of Melville biography. 
Its significance for the critic lies in the pro
found and lasting difference in his writing before 
and after the guessed-at events and experiences 
of 1852 and 1853. It is clear that in these years 
Melville crossed a divide. In tone, in temper, in 
ultimate intention and meaning, the work after 
those years is sharply different from that of the 
years before.1^ 

The most obvious difference between Melville's early 

novels and his later work, as Frederick points out, is that 

in the fiction after 1853 the heroic, rebellious, "grand, 
15 

ungodly, godlike" men such as Ahab on whom Melville's 

earlier writings are focused yield center stage to common 
1 c 

men such as Clarel, Billy Budd, and Israel Potter. The 

reason for this change is perhaps partly biographical; as 

Alexander Keyssar notes in his analysis of Israel Potter, 

"Melville's personal predicament in 1854 bore much closer 

similarities to the problems of the masses than to the 

17 

problems of elevated heroes." Yet, as Keyssar also in

dicates, it seems that a careful artist like Melville might 

have chosen to write more of the common man because of 

changes in his own concept of America and of how Americans 

John T. Frederick, "Symbol and Theme in Melville's 
Israel Potter," Modern Fiction Studies, VIII (August, 1962), 
274. 

15 
Moby Dick, p. 76. 

-"-̂ Frederick, p. 275. 

Alexander Keyssar, Melville's Israel Potter: Re
flections on The American Dream (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. 
Press, 1969), p. 50. 
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should be presented in fiction. His Jones, a rather un

savory character, appears in only one third (nine chapters) 

of a novel about an American wanderer. In spite of his 

apparently minor role, however, Jones upstages other char

acters with whom he appears, including the protagonist. He 

also embodies qualities which are associated with America 

itself. Cooper included Jones in his first sea tale to 

18 make the new genre acceptable to his readers; Melville 

seems to have had very different motives for depicting Jones 

in Israel Potter. 

Melville's novel is concerned primarily, however, 

with the adventures of the common American, Potter. The 

author's source for his novel was an autobiography entitled 

Life and Remarkable Adventures of Israel R. Potter, first 

19 
printed in 1824, which Melville encountered m a bookstore 

20 in the fall of 1849. Potter's rambling account describes 

in detail his service in the American Navy, his capture by 

a British vessel, his escape in England and his subsequent 

fifty years of poverty in London. Potter wrote the 

18 
Susan Cooper, Introduction to The Pilot (London: 

Routledge, 1895), pp. xv-xvi. 
Life and Remarkable Adventures of Israel R. Potter 

(New York: Corinth Books, 1962) is the most recent reprint
ing of this work. 

^Arnold Rampersad, Melville's Israel Potter: A 
Pilgrimage and Progress (Bowling Green: Bowling Green Univ. 
Press, 1969), pp. 1-2. 
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autobiography after returning to America in hopes that he 

would be awarded a pension for his earlier service, but he 

21 

received no such benefice. In spite of its title the auto

biography is not particularly remarkable and its style is 

verbose and tedious, but Melville apparently saw in it a 

model for a more substantial treatment of the adventures of 

an "ordinary" American. While in London in 1849, Melville, 

with obvious reference to the Potter autobiography, noted 

in his journal. 

Looked over a lot of ancient maps of London. Bought 
one (A. D. 1766) for 3 & 6 pence. I want to use it 
in case I serve up the Revolutionary narrative of 
the beggar. . . .^2 

When Israel Potter was accepted for publication in 

installments in Putnam's Monthly Magazine, Melville attempted 

to convey the impression that his novel was merely a more 

interestingly-written version of Potter's account. Appar

ently to assure his publisher that his new work would not 

be another "box-office" fiasco like Moby Dick or Pierre, 

Melville wrote to George Palmer Putnam in 1854, 

. . . I guarantee to provide you with matter for at 
least ten printed pages in ample time for each 
issue. I engage that the story shall contain noth
ing of any sort to shock the fastidious. There will 
be very little reflective writing in it; nothing 
weighty. It is adventure.2 3 

21 

Rampersad, p. 21. 

^^Melville, in Leyda, I, 350. 

^"^Melville, in Leyda, I, 488-489. 
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Most critics in Melville's time mildly praised the 

story for being pure adventure. In The Morning Courier and 

New York Inquirer of July 31, 1854, a writer noted that 

"Israel Potter" . . . is a simple relation of a 
series of adventures through which a young American 
passed after the battle of Bunker Hill. It is 
whispered that it is by Herman Melville, but if the 
report be well-founded, then indeed has the author 
effected a sudden and great improvement in his 
style, which in this tale is manly, direct and 
clear.2^ 

The following year, an English critic stated that Israel 

Potter "is not a bad shilling's worth for any railway 
p c 

reader," and a writer for The Boston Post reported, 

[Israel Potter] is now published as the work of 
Herman Melville, whose earlier productions [Typee 
and Omoo, apparently] placed him high among our 
writers of fiction, but whose late works have been 
unsatisfactory, not to say ridiculous. . . . Mr. 
Melville has made an interesting book from the 
facts at his command—a book, not great, not re
markable for any particular in it, but of a curt, 
manly, independent tone, dealing with truth hon
estly, and telling it feelingly.2^ 

While most modern critics have either ignored Israel 

Potter or dismissed it as being merely the product of a 

period in which Melville's talents were diminished, those 

who write of the book praise Melville's portraits in it of 

three American heroes: Benjamin Franklin, Ethan Allen, and 

Anonymous review, in Leyda, I, 490. 

^^Anonymous review in The (London) Athenaeum (June 2, 
1855), in Leyda, I, 501. 

^^Anonymous review. The Boston Post (March 15, 1855), 
in Leyda, I, 499. 
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Jones. Richard Chase considers Melville's portrayals of 

these figures to be an interesting aspect of the novel, but 

regards the book as simply "a lively, biimptious tale in the 

picaresque manner concerning the adventures of a rustic 

American who becomes embroiled in clandestine politics and 

spy activities in Europe during the American revolution. "̂ "̂  

Newton Arvin states that Melville's Jones is "the largest 

and the most complex character in [the author's] work be-

28 tween Moby Dick and Clarel. " Yet, like many modern critics 

who feel Jones should have been granted a more significant 

role in the novel, Arvin states that Jones 

falls short of the stature of Ahab or Mortmain . . . 
because he remains the actor in a mere episode; 
when he disappears from sight, his work is done, 
and nothing that follows is affected by his having 
appeared. Certainly Israel himself is unaffected 
by it: unlike Ishmael and Queequeg, Paul Jones and 
Israel cross each other's path without seriously 
touching each other's spirit, and the friendship is 
a fine accident, not a bond. It is the surest 
clue to the radical aimlessness and disunity of the 
book.29 

Arvin's final assessment is that Israel Potter is "hardly 

more than a heap of sketches, some of them brilliant ones, 

30 for a masterpiece that never got written." 

27 
Richard Chase, Introduction to Melville: A Col

lection of Critical Essays, ed. Richard Chase (Englewood 
Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1962), p. 10. 

^^Arvin, p. 246. 

29 
Arvin, p. 246. 

•^^Arvin, pp. 244-245. 
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This Jones who most readers of Israel Potter wish 

would appear more often in the novel seems to have sprung 

from certain histories of the life of the naval hero, and 

from other sources. As established by W. Sprague Holden in 

his unpublished master's thesis and by Walter Dickinson 

Jones in his unpublished doctoral dissertation, Melville 

derived information about Jones from three works: Robert G. 

Sands' Life and Correspondence of John Paul Jones (New York, 

1830), John Henry Sherburne's Life and Character of the 

Chevalier John Paul Jones (Washington, 1825), and Cooper's 

31 History of the Navy (Philadelphia, 1839). A comparison 

of Melville's treatment of Jones with Sherburne's biography 

and Cooper's History, and with Samuel Eliot Morison's modern 

biography of the hero, reveals that Melville produced a pic

ture of Jones which is in many ways historically accurate, 

but which certainly contains the facts the author considered 

essential to good fiction. 

When Jones strides into Benjamin Franklin's apart

ment and is introduced to Israel Potter and the reader, he 

is described as being 

a small, elastic, swarthy man, with an aspect as of 
a disinherited Indian chief in European clothes. An 
unvanquishable enthusiasm, intensified to perfect 
sobriety, couched in his savage, self-possessed eye. 
He was elegantly and somewhat extravagantly dressed 

31 
Bert C. Bach, "Melville's Israel Potter; A Reve

lation of Its Reputation and Meaning," Cithara VII, 1 (1967), 
p. 40. 
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as a civilian; he carried himself with a rustic, 
barbaric jauntiness, strangely dashed with a super
induced touch of the Parisian salon. His tawny 
cheek, like a date, spoke of the tropic. A wonder
ful atmosphere of proud friendlessness and scornful 
isolation invested him. Yet there was a bit of the 
poet as well as the outlaw in him, too. A cool 
solemnity of intrepidity sat on his lip.-^2 

Although Melville's description exaggerates the savagery of 

the captain's countenance, in its awareness of Jones's self-

confidence and ambition revealed in his appearance it is 

quite similar to a portrait of the real Jones provided by 

Morison. Morison states, 

[Jones's] is a passionate, not a calm face; the face 
of a man who is not at peace even with himself, but 
at war with society and the world; yet that of a 
man who longs, even yearns, for peace. I see no 
sense of humor in his countenance, but a look of im
patient irony. It is the face of a man who exacts 
everything that is due to his rank and his accom
plishments, but is ungenerous, even to the women 
whom he loves and discards. A man incapable of giv
ing himself completely to a friend or a mistress, 
but who identifies himself completely with his cause— 
Pro Republica.33 

The real Jones, like Melville's hero, had about him an air 

of the salon. As Abigail Adams noted after meeting the 

captain, "[n]o smell of tar, no quarterdeck abruptness fol-

34 
lowed [Jones] into the salon or the boudoir." 

32 
Israel Potter, p. 78. 

^^Samuel Eliot Morison, John Paul Jones: A Sailor's 
Biography (Boston: Little, Brown, 1959), p. 202. 

"^^Quoted in Morison, p. 277. 
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Details of the captain's personality described in 

Israel Potter show that Melville's Jones resembled the real 

hero in character as well as in appearance. Melville, like 

Cooper, gave his Jones a bit of a poet's sensibility,"^^ and 

the real Jones did attempt to write poetry, as Morison points 

36 
out. Again like Cooper, Melville describes his Jones as 

being a "citizen of the world." To Israel and Ben Franklin, 

Melville's captain states defiantly, "I would teach the 

British that Paul Jones, though born in Britain, is no sub

ject to the British king, but an untrammeled citizen and 

37 

sailor of the universe. . . . " The real Jones often de

clared such sentiments, and wrote to Lady Selkirk in a let

ter which is contained in the Sherburne biography, "I profess 

myself a citizen of the world, totally unfettered by the 

38 little, mean distinctions of climate or of country. . . ."-̂ ^ 

Jones also was fond of stating that he lived "in harm's 

way, " and the phrase was widely associated with him in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In a personal letter 

to a French naval officer, Chaumont, who was offering him 

a choice of English prizes which he deemed inferior, Jones 

35 
See Cooper's The Pilot (New York: Townsend, 1859), 

pp. 241-242. 
^^orison, pp. 260, 322, 349. 

^^Israel Potter, p. 79. 

38 
John Henry Sherburne, Life and Character of the 

Chevalier John Paul Jones (Washington, 1825); ed. James 
Otis and reprinted as The Life of John Paul Jones (New York: 
Burt, 1900), p. 100. 
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angrily wrote, "I wish to have no connexion [sic] with any 

ship that does not sail fast, for I intend to go in harm's 

way. . . . I would rather be shott [sic] ashore than sent 

to sea in such things as the Armed Prizes I have described." 

39 [italics Jones's] Melville states that his Jones "looked 

like one who of purpose sought out harm's way. He looked 

like one who had never been, and never would be, a subor-

dinant." 

Melville's captain is an egotist, and makes almost 

ludicrously confident statements about his own abilities. 

To Franklin, for example, Jones cries, 

[W] hatever Paul Jones does for the cause of America, 
it must be done through unlimited orders: a separate, 
supreme command; no leader and no counsellor but him
self. Have I not already by my services on the 
American coast shown that I am well worthy all this? 
Why then do you seek to degrade me below my previous 
level? I will mount, not sink. I live but for honor 
and glory. Give me, then, something honorable and ^^ 
glorious to do, and something famous to do it with. 

The real Jones also possessed, as Morison points out, "colos-

42 
sal egotism", though his attitude could be justified by the 

almost miraculous victories he achieved in spite of the 

failure of the countries he served always to grant him the 

power and equipment he needed. The naval hero also admired. 

39 
Morison, p. 182. 

"^^Israel Potter, p. 78 

41 Israel Potter, p. 80. 

^^Morison, p. 410. 
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as does Melville's Jones, "Poor Richard's" motto that "God 

helps them that help themselves," and allowed his Bonhomme 

Richard to bear the name of the French title for the writer 

of Franklin's almanacsf"^ The saying certainly is an appro

priate motto for a captain whose ambition and daring carried 

him to naval victories and international prestige, even 

though he was the son of a gardener. 

Melville's portrayal of Jones is most true to actual 

history in its description of the captain's attitudes aboard 

ship and of two of his most famous naval escapades. Like 

the real Jones, who was described by one of his men as being 

"sweet like a vine when he wished, but when necessary, like 

44 a rock," Melville's Jones commands respect not only of 

45 Israel Potter but of all the seamen who serve under him. 

The real Jones's sense of naval discipline caused him in 

1769 to flog a seaman named Mungo Maxwell for incompetency 

and disobedience. Maxwell, just before he died of a fever 

a few months after the incident, charged that he had been 

punished unjustly. Maxwell's father brought a suit of mur-

46 der against Jones, which was later dismissed as slander. 

43 
Benjamin Franklin, Poor Richard: The Almanacks 

for the Years 1733-1758 (New York: Heritage, 1964), p. 54; 
see Morison, p. 183. 

^^Quoted in Morison, p. 16. 

"^^Israel Potter, pp. 126-127. 

46 
Morison, p. 19. 
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Melville describes this affair, and allows Jones to defend 

his actions, seemingly to reveal that Jones was a perfec

tionist and harsh disciplinarian, but that the rules of 

naval order in his day justified such harshness. 

In his description of Jones's raid on St. Mary's 

Isle, the incident which forms the basis for the plot of 

Cooper's The Pilot and which is described in the Sherburne 

and Sands biographies and in Cooper's History, Melville re

lies greatly on historical fact. According to history, 

Jones and part of his crew landed on St. Mary's Isle in 1778, 

and attempted to take the Earl of Selkirk as a hostage to 

be exchanged for American prisoners of war. After learning 

the Earl was away, Jones's men wanted to pillage the Sel

kirk mansion, but their captain refused. To appease his 

crew he allowed them to take such silver plate as Lady Sel

kirk offered. Jones later bought the silver and returned 

it to the Selkirks, along with a rather sentimental letter 
48 

in which he extolled his own merits. Melville's Jones 

also arrives at the Selkirk estate, demands a hostage, and 

takes some plate after refusing to allow his men to engage 

in what they call "honorable plunder." Jones, objecting to 

the term, says, "Honorable plunder! That's something 

49 new!" Melville's hero writes to Lady Selkirk, 

^"^Israel Potter, p. 130. 
48 
Morison, Chapter VIII. 

49 
Israel Potter, p. 154. 



60 

I . . . dare to dream, that in some green retreat 
of her charming domain, the Countess of Selkirk 
offers up a charitable prayer for, my dear lady 
countess, one, who coming to take a captive, him
self has been captivated.^^ 

The tone of this letter is quite similar to that of the real 

Jones's letter to the Countess, which states in part, 

. . . I wage no war with the fair. I acknowledge 
their force, and bend before it with submission. 
Let not, therefore, the amiable Countess of Selkirk 
regard me as an enemy; I am ambitious of her esteem 
and friendship, and would do anything, consistent 
with my duty, to merit it.^l 

Melville's careful adherence to historical fact is 

especially apparent in his depiction of the most famous 

battle of Paul Jones's career, the engagement between his 

Bonhomme Richard and the Serapis in 1779. Melville's main 

sources of information about the battle seem to have been 

Cooper's History and a letter from Jones to Benjamin Franklin 

contained in the Sherburne and Sands biographies. A compari

son of Melville's treatment of the event with Morison's 

thorough account of it reveals that Melville's version is 

remarkably accurate. Melville states that the battle oc

curred at night under a full moon, that thousands of spec

tators watched from shore, and that the Bonhomme Richard 

actually was sinking when the Serapis finally struck her 

colors. Melville points out that the English ship the 

SO 
Israel Potter, pp. 156-157. 

-̂'-Otis, p. 101. 
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Scarborough was unable to aid the Serapis, which was en

tangled with the American vessel; that some of Jones's men 

surrendered, thinking their ship lost; and that the battle 

apparently was won when some of Jones's seamen (in Melville's 

account led by Israel Potter) climbed into the Richard's 

rigging and tossed primitive hand grenades to the deck of 
52 

the Serapis. Melville also allows his Jones to give the 

famous cry, "I have not yet begun to fight! "̂ "̂  All of these 

details, with the exception of the activity of Israel Potter, 

who never served with Jones, are historical facts. ̂"̂  Even 

though the author states, "Elsewhere than here the reader 

must go who seeks an elaborate version of the fight, or even 

much of any regular account of it whatever,"^^ his descrip

tion is quite true to actual history and also contains some 

of the most powerful writing in the novel, such as in his 

comments about the nature of a sea fight: 

There is something in a naval engagement which 
radically distinguishes it from one on the land. 
The ocean, at times, has what is called its sea 
and its trough of the sea; but it has neither 
rivers, woods, banks, towns, nor mountains. In 
mild weather it is one hammered plain. Stratagems, 
like those of disciplined arroies—ambuscades, like 

52 
Israel Potter, pp. 174-186. 

53 
Israel Potter, p. 183. 

54 
Morison, Chapter XIII; see also James Fenimore 

Cooper, The History of the Navy of the United States of 
America (Philadelphia: Lea and Blanchard, 1839), I, Chap
ter IX. 

55 
Israel Potter, p. 171. 
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those of Indians, are impossible. All is clear, 
open, fluent. The very element which sustains the 
combatants yields at the stroke of a feather. One 
wind and one tide at one time operate upon all who 
here engage. This simplicity renders a battle be
tween two men-of-war, with their huge white wings, 
more akin to the Miltonic contests of archangels ^.f. 
than to the comparatively squalid tussles of earth. 

In spite of the factual detail which Melville in

cludes in his description, one begins to suspect that the 

author is not simply retelling history when he observes, 

"Several circumstances of the place and time served to in

vest the fight with a certain scenic atmosphere casting a 

light almost poetic over the wild gloom of its tragic re-

57 suits." Throughout his account of Jones and this battle 

Melville exaggerates fact and invents details in order to 

give characters and situations in his novel a special sig

nificance. Unlike Cooper, who manipulated fact to make his 

Jones become contemplative and melancholy, Melville creates 

in his Jones an engaging, but dangerous, "barbarian in broad-
cp 

cloth." By emphasizing the unpredictability of Jones's 

passionate nature Melville makes the power of his character 

often appear to be savagery. He also portrays Jones as a 

mysterious primitive who is somehow not a part of the world 

on which he had such a dramatic impact. Too, Melville grants 

his captain diabolical qualities. 

^^Israel Potter, p. 173. 

^^Israel Potter, p. 171. 

^^Israel Potter, p. 88. 
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That the author wished to depict Jones as a rather 

ominous barbarian is revealed in his description of the 

captain's appearance. The one historically inaccurate de

tail which Melville includes in this otherwise accurate 

portrait is Jones's "swarthiness." Morison points out that 

Jones, who, although tanned from his shipboard life, had a 

fair complexion, was often described as being "swarthy" by 

those who wished to portray him as a renegade. As Morison 

notes, "English newspapers [described] Jones as dark and 

swarthy, such as pirates are supposed to be. . . ."^^ 

Jones's reputation in Europe was such that most individuals 

who met him were surprised that he was not the dusky sea 

wolf they had anticipated. One Basil Lord Daer, who met 

Jones in Paris in 1791, wrote, "[Jones] is not as dark as I 

60 
had heard." Where Melville learned that swarthiness was 

ascribed to Jones is uncertain, since it is not mentioned 

in the Sands or Sherburne biographies. The fact that he 

chose to include this detail is significant, however, since 

it emphasizes the savageness of his captain. 

Melville's barbarian has in addition to a pirate's 

complexion a "savage, self-possessed eye" and "the despera-

61 
tion of a renegade." His passions are made to seem 

Morison, p. 155. 

^Olbid. 

-̂"•Israel Potter, pp. 78, 134 
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especially potent and unpredictable when he is compared 

metaphorically to beasts and to the violence of the sea. 

Although Jones, in his competence to command a ship, is 

II •: in one view the Coriolanus of the sea" he is also "a cross 
62 

between the gentleman and the wolf," as well as a "no'r-

63 wester" and a "whitesquall." Too, Melville's captain has 

about him the mystery of a primitive. As Israel notes with 

understatement, Jones does not "seem to be altogether civi-

64 
lized." He is like "a disinherited Indian chief in Euro
pean clothes" and his pride in his medals makes him appear 

65 
"like a Sioux demanding homage to his gewgaws." He has 

66 
a "grim and Feegee air" and "primeval savageness" is a 

67 
part of his nature. In a scene much like that in Moby 

68 
Dick between Queequeg, whom Jones resembles, and Ishmael, 

Jones conducts nightly rites which Israel observes, and is 

tatooed with a mark which Israel recognizes is not like 

those adorning a typical seaman. Melville's captain also 
69 

is described as a "devil in a Scotch bonnet" and "the 

^^Israel Potter, p. 134. 

^•^Israel Potter, pp. 81, 127. 

Israel Potter, p. 78. 
65 

Israel Potter, p. 81. 

^^Israel Potter, p. 128. 

^^Israel Potter, p. 134. 

^^Melville, Moby Dick, Chapter III 
69 
Israel Potter, p. 140. 
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70 devil for pulling men up like tigers." His diabolical 

nature becomes most evident during the battle between the 

Bonhomme Richard and the Serapis when Jones is "like Satan" 

71 presiding over a scene peopled by "fauns and satyrs." 

Melville's barbarian is appealing, however. He is 

admirable, even heroic, for his vigor and competence in 

naval matters. The fact that he is slandered in the Maxwell 

affair and that he attempts to make amends for allowing his 

crew to take silver from the Selkirk estate also makes him 

a sympathetic character. Too, he possesses the vitality 

and comical nature of an American folk type, the "gamecock 

of the wilderness." The humor of this backwoodsman has been 

described by Constance Rourke as "broad, with a distinct 

72 
bias toward the grotesque, or the macabre." Rourke fur
ther notes of the figure. 

Strength was his obsession—size, scale, power: 
he seemed obliged to shout their symbols as if 
after all he were not wholly secure in their 
possession. He shouted as though he were intoxi
cated by shouting. He shouted in ritual, as 
though the emotions by which he moved were bend
ing him to some primitive celebration.^^ 

Jones often speaks with vigorous bravado, such as when he 

insists he is worthy of "something honorable and glorious 

^^Israel Potter, p. 126. 
71 
Israel Potter, p. 181. 

"^^Constance Rourke, American Humor (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace, 1931), p. 76. 

^^Rourke, pp. 36-37. 
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to do, and something famous to do it with," when he cries, 

"My God, why was I not born a Czar!" and, when, after being 

asked about a certain ship, he replies, "Ah—^brigantine 

Washington—let me see; that was before I had outwitted the 

Soleby frigate, fought the Milford, and captured the Mellish 

75 76 
and the rest off Louisbergh. " As both Richard Chase 

and Edwin Fussell have remarked, Melville's Jones seems 
77 

"inseparably linked with the Western spirit. . . . " 

Melville's ambiguous treatment of a Jones who is a 

mixture of the repellent and the appealing clearly is some

thing more than pure adventure, and it is not surprising 

that many modern critics have felt Melville's granting such 

a complex character as Jones a relatively minor role in 

Israel Potter is a serious flaw in the novel. While Louis 

Mumford has stated, "[H] ad Melville wholly made [the Potter 

autobiography] his own, the central character would have 
78 

been John Paul Jones," it appears that Melville focused 

his novel on Potter for reasons other than dependence on his 

"̂̂ Israel Potter, p. 80. 

75 
Israel Potter, p. 81. 

"^^Richard Chase, Herman Melville (New York: Mac
millan, 1949), p. 181. 

"̂ "̂ Edwin Fussell, Frontier: American Literature and 
the American West (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1965), 
p. 297. 

"̂ L̂ouis Mumford, Herman Melville (New York: Har
court, Brace, 1929), p. 241. 



67 

source. As Alexander Keyssar notes, "Melville was a con

sciously American writer and in Israel Potter he chose to 

7 Q 

deal with the democratic American hero: the common man." 

Too, as F. O. Matthiessen has observed, in the early 1850's 

Melville's "rapid initiation into the contrast between 

aristocratic pretensions and the actual state of the masses 

of people gave him much to ponder concerning the theory and 
80 

practice of democracy in America." Apparently Melville 

had come to the realization that the reality of democracy 

was worthy of treatment in fiction, and that, as he was to . 

state in 1891 in Billy Budd, " [p] assion, and passion in its 

profoundest, is not a thing demanding a palatial stage 

whereon to play its part. Down among the groundlings, among 

the beggars and rakers of the garbage, profound passion is 
81 enacted." 

Jones is significant in the novel, then, for his 

effect on the common man. Potter. Israel is alternately 

repelled by and attracted to the naval hero, and finally 

decides to sail with him. During the battle between the 

Bonhomme Richard and the Serapis Melville allows Potter to 

79 
Keyssar, p. 50. 

^^F. O. Matthiessen, American Renaissance (New York: 
Oxford Univ. Press, 1941), p. 376. 

o 1 
Melville, Billy Budd, ed. Harrison Hayford and 

Merton M. Sealts, Jr. (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1962 
[written 1891]), p. 78. 
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become a hero of sorts; it is he, after all, who flings 

down fatal grenades on the deck of the English ship. Yet, 

after the fight. Potter is by chance swept onto the rigging 

of another English vessel and eventually becomes a fugitive 

and pauper in London, while Jones receives the glory of an 

American victory. The role of the heroic, unrecognized 

Potter in the novel seems to be to show how a common man 

can be harmed by allowing compelling heroes who achieve 

success through violence to inspire him to commit violent 

acts. He also demonstrates that a "little fellow" is unable 

to cope with the world of larger-than-life heroes. In his 

depiction of Potter Melville seems to be commenting, as 

Alexander Keyssar has stated, on the fact that "the common 

man's expectations of happiness are rarely, if ever, ful

filled."^^ Potter might be, at least in part, a projection 

of Herman Melville himself, the poor "little fellow" who 

suffers but finds no reward in this world. 

Melville included Jones in Israel Potter not only 

to show how such a hero affects a common man, however. 

Jones, with Franklin and Ethan Allen, is part of a trio of 

American heroic figures in the novel. In Melville's satiri

cal and comic portrayal of Franklin he seems to be pointing 

out the absurdities of a too-strict adherence to "Poor 

Richard" ethics; in his treatment of Allen, who possesses 

^^Keyssar, p. 47 
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become an indictment of war when Melville wishes the Monu

ment "hearty congratulations on the recurrence of its anni

versary day" and wishes Her Highness also "many returns of 

the same, and that each of its summer's suns may shine as 

brightly on your brow as each winter snow shall lightly 

rest on the grave of Israel Potter. "̂ "̂  Melville appears 

to be reminding Americans of their country's propensity to 

settle problems through violence when he states. 

Sharing the same blood with England, and yet her 
proud foe in two wars—not wholly inclined at 
bottom to forget an old grudge—intrepid, unprin
cipled, reckless, predatory, with boundless ambi
tion, civilized in externals but a savage at heart, 
America is, or may yet be, the Paul Jones of na
tions. °8 

The war of an ambitious young America with her 

former homeland and within herself, Melville seems to be 

saying, is, like the battle between Jones's Bonhomme 

Richard and the Serapis, 

more an intestine feud than a fight between 
strangers. Or, rather, it was as if the Siamese 
Twins, oblivious of their fraternal bond, should 
rage in unnatural fight.^^ 

Melville's awareness of America's warlike nature reflected 

in his treatment of Jones is revealed in other of his writ-

90 ings, such as his realistic poems on the Civil War and 

87 

Israel Potter, p. 170. 

Israel Potter, p. vi 

88 

^^Israel Potter, p. 178. 

^^Battle Pieces and Other Aspects of the War (New 
York: Harper, 1866). 
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sturdy Western virtues but who appears in chains, Melville 

seems to be commenting on the lack of power of such virtues 

to assist the common man in the America he knew. Jones 

also is satirized by being portrayed as a barbarian. Of 

the three heroes he is most obviously a symbol of America 

itself, and through him Melville seems to be satirizing 

certain American values. 

In Melville's time America was in the midst of a 

period of expansion. The country was proud of its resources 

and confident, particularly after the War of 1812, of its 

power. It also was a land sharply divided and moving toward 

conflict within itself, facts which Melville recognized.^^ 

The author's attitude toward such conflict is apparent in 

his satirical dedication of Israel Potter to "Her Highness, 

the Bunker Hill Monument." The real Israel Potter fought 

at the Battle of Bunker Hill but was unable to receive a 

85 pension for his services, and it is partly of Potter that 

Melville is writing when he terms the monument "the national 

commemorator of such of the anonymous privates of June 17, 

177 5, who may never have received other requital than the 

86 
solid reward of your granite." His dedication seems to 

83 
Keyssar, pp. 26, 33. 

84 
Mumford, p. 297. 

85 
Rampersad, p. 1. 

86 
Israel Potter, p. vi. 
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some of his personal letters. In a note to a relative in 

1846, apropos of the Mexican War, Melville wrote propheti

cally. 

Lord, the day is at hand, when we will be able to 
talk of our killed and wounded like some of the 
old Eastern conquerors reckoning them up by thou
sands; when the Battle of Monmouth will be thought 
child's play—and canes made out of the Constitu
tion's timbers be thought no more of than bam
boos. ̂ 1 

Jones seems to represent not only an ambitious and 

sometimes savage young nation but also becomes a symbol of 

certain universal human qualities. He is excessively proud, 

92 and like Melville's Ahab, to whom he has been compared, 

feels that his own values are so far superior to those held 

by others that he is justified in using violence to inforce 

his beliefs. He vows, for example, to "rain down on wicked 

93 
England like fire on Sodom." Jones is, Melville states, 

a sort of prophetical ghost, glimmering in antici
pation upon the advent of those tragic scenes of 
the French Revolution which levelled the exqui
site refinement of Paris with the bloodthirsty 
ferocity of Borneo; [and shows] that brooches and 
finger-rings, not less than nose-rings and tatoo-
ing, are tokens of the primeval savageness which 
ever slumbers in human kind, civilized or un
civilized. ̂ ^ 

This savageness which Jones embodies, Melville states, can 

"slide, undreamed of, into human harbours or hearts. And 

^•^Melville, letter to Gansevoort Melville (May 29, 
1846); in David, Letters, p. 29. 

92 
Bach, p. 44. 

93 
Israel Potter, p. 79. 

^"^Israel Potter, p. 88. 
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not awakened conscience but prudence restrain such, if they 

• i_ • 95 

vanish again, without doing harm." The results of allow

ing values such as those Jones represents to direct action 

is revealed in the battle between the Bonhomme Richard and 

the Serapis. In this engagement, when Jones's diabolical 

qualities are clearly revealed, both men and ships are 

mangled and finally destroyed. Melville states "[M] any a 

poor soul [fell] that night; fell, forever forgotten"^^ 

while the Man-in-the-Moon, "Mephistopheles prompter of the 
97 

stage," looked on. Melville ends his account of the battle 
by questioning the values which have allowed this conflict: 

What separates the enlightened man from the savage? 
Is civilization a thing distinct or is it an ad
vanced state of barbarism?^^ 

Melville's words reflect verses which he had underlined in 

his copy of Byron's Don Juan, 

Let there be light! said God, and there was light! 
"Let there be blood!" says man, and there's a sea! 

• • • 99 
And such is victory, and such is man! 

It is important to note that in Israel Potter Mel

ville seems to be representing the evil in certain of the 

^^Israel Potter, p. 140. 

^^Israel Potter, p. 177. 
97 
Israel Potter, p. 175. 

98 
Israel Potter, p. 186. 
Lord Byron, Don Juan (Canto VII, stanza 41), 

quoted in Edward Feiss, "Melville as a Reader and Student 
of Byron," American Literature, XXIV (May, 1952), 190. 
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values Paul Jones embodies, rather than the evil in the hero 

himself. As the author states. 

Much subtle casuistry has been expended upon the 
point, whether Paul Jones was a knave or a hero or 
a union of both. But war and warriors, like poli
tics and politicians, like religion and religionists, 
admit of no metaphysics.1^0 

Melville, probably realizing that John Paul Jones was him

self a Byronic figure, portrays his captain as a noble out

law. In his study of Byronic characters Peter Thorslev 

states that the noble outlaw -is "fiery, passionate, and 

heroic" and "larger than life"; that he "pre-empts the stage, 

even v^en others have more lines"; that he is a "natural 

leader" who inspires his followers by his "sheer physical 

courage, strength of will, and personal magnetism"; that he 

is mysterious; and that he is a sympathetic character, 

partly because of his invariable courtesy toward women.•̂ •̂'• 

Melville's Jones possesses all these qualities, but he is 

102 also a savage barbarian, a "rake," and sometimes a 

103 
"devil." In portraying his captain as he does, Melville 

seems to be representing the dangerous ease with which one 

can regard an attractive, amoral perpetuator of violence. 

Israel Potter, p. 135. 

lOlpg^ej. Thorslev, The Byronic Hero: Types and 
Prototypes (Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press, 1962), 
p. 68. 

102 
Israel Potter, p. 88. 

•'•̂ Îsrael Potter, p. 126. 
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such as Jones, as a "noble" outlaw, and he seems to be point

ing out the fact that, as Jones realizes, "honorable plun-

der' IS not possible. 

Melville's Israel Potter is a faulty novel, certainly 

not of the quality of Moby Dick, Pierre, or Billy Budd. 

Though many parts of the book are powerfully composed, it 

is afflicted with occasional bad writing, such as in the 

otherwise compelling battle scene when 
I 

an invisible hand came and set down a great yellow 
lamp in the east. The hand reached up unseen from 
below the horizon, and set the lamp down right on 
the rim of the horizon, as on a threshold; as much 
as to say. Gentlemen warriors, permit me a little 
to light up this rather gloomy looking subject.1^^ 

Too, the figure of Jones is so colorful and intriguing that 

the reader's attention is diverted from Potter, the ordinary 

American whose difficulties Melville was attempting to ex

amine. Although it seems that, since his story is Potter's, 

he should have reduced the role of Jones in the novel rather 

than augmented it (as many critics have wished he had done) , 

it is true that in Israel Potter Melville is at his best 

when he is describing his heroic characters, particularly 

Jones and Franklin. 

To condemn the book for its failure to achieve the 

power of a Moby Dick seems unjust, however, for Israel 

Potter is valuable in its reflection of Melville's views 

^^^Israel Potter, p. 154. 

^^^Israel Potter, p. 174. 
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of American life and literature, and in its depiction of a 

swashbuckling American hero. Unlike Cooper, whose Jones 

was inspired by the maritime nationalism of the 1820's, 

Melville treats his Jones not with reverence but with sa

tire, and thus questions the human values Jones represents. 

This questioning of an American hero becomes a symbolic 

questioning of the "American Dream" of achieving greatness 

through power and imperialism. Although the sea was in 1854 

no longer the focus of this dream, Melville undoubtedly 

realized that the human qualities which had inspired the 

naval battles for which Jones was honored would inspire 

more violent activity in America's future. Even though his 

Jones is larger than life size and seems influenced by the 

romantic era, Melville, in his use of factual detail and 

his more honest appraisal of American values in Israel 

Potter, gave evidence of the realism which was becoming a 

part of American literature in the 1850's. By making his 

Jones a relatively minor character in Israel Potter Melville 

reveals his own developing interest in the affairs of the 

common man, which he would depict most effectively in his 

last novel, Billy Budd. Israel Potter also is significant 

for Melville's compelling treatment in it of the sea fight 

between Jones's Bonhomme Richard and the Serapis. In his 

factual as well as symbolic account of this engagement 

Melville demonstrated that in Israel Potter, as in his 
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finer novels, he was able to "turn his maritime experience 

into the materials of art. ""'"̂^ 

106 
Philbrick, p. 266. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE "LITTLE CAPTAIN": JONES IN WHITMAN'S 

"SONG OF MYSELF" 

Less than a year after the publication of Israel 

Potter (in 1854) , John Paul Jones was described in the work 

of another major American writer. His role in Walt Whitman's 

Leaves of Grass is one with which the flamboyant captain no 

doubt would have been displeased, since he is depicted in 

only a few lines of "Song of Myself," and is referred to, 

appropriately, as the "little captain." In spite of, or 

perhaps because of, his very minor role in the poem. Whit

man's Jones seems worthy of attention in a study of changing 

views of the hero in American literature. 

Walt Whitman was a consciously "American" writer 

whose techniques and function were predicted by Ralph Waldo 

Emerson. Emerson stated in his essay "The Poet," published 

in 1844, that America eventually would produce a poet who 

would discover, and write about, "foundations of wonder" in 

2 
the commonplace affairs of America. Alexis de Tocqueville 

also had prophesied that in America a writer would emerge 

•'"Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass: Comprehensive 
Reader's Edition, ed. Harold Blodgett and Sculley Bradley 
(New York: New York Univ. Press, 1965 [first published 
1892]), p. 70. Subsequent references to Leaves of Grass, 
unless otherwise noted, are to this edition. 

^Ralph Waldo Emerson, "The Poet," Essays (Boston: 
Houghton, Mifflin, 1883 [first published 1844]), p. 40. 

77 
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whose new society would influence him to write of the pres

ent and future, instead of the past, and who would see him-
3 

self as the representative of a nation. Whether Whitman 

was aware that he was responding to such predictions is un-
4 

certain, but he did choose commonplace Americana as the 

subject of his poetry. Unlike other writers of his time who 

felt the frenetic pace of life in America during its indus

trial revolution hampered their creative efforts. Whitman 

was inspired by American here-and-now. Nathaniel Hawthorne 

wrote in his Preface to The Marble Faun in 1860 that he ex

perienced difficulty in writing in America, where there was 

"no shadow, no antiquity, no mystery, no picturesque and 

gloomy wrong, " for he felt "romance and poetry, ivy, lichens, 

5 
and wall-flowers, need ruin to make them grow." In contrast. 

Whitman wrote in his Preface to the 1855 edition of Leaves 

of Grass, "[An American writer's] highest themes are things 

at hand. . . . " 

In determining that the commonplace present was a 

suitable subject for verse Whitman was rejecting the standards 

•^Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, quoted 
in Richard Bridgman, Introduction to Leaves of Grass, A 
Facsimile of the First (1855) Edition (San Francisco: Chan-
ler, 1968), p. iii. 

4 
Bridgman, p. vi. 

^Nathaniel Hawthorne, Preface to The Marble Faun 
(Ohio: Ohio State Univ. Press, 1968 [first published I860]), 
p. 3. ^ 

Walt Whitman, Preface to Leaves of Grass (San 
Francisco: Chandler, 1968 [first published 1855]), p. 4. 
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of romantic writers who had sought to give their work uni

versality by alluding in it to ancient history or classical 

mythology. Whitman was aware of the seductive appeal of 

^ the past; in Passage to India the poet cries. 

The Past! the Past! the Past! 7 

The Past—the dark unfathomed retrospect. . . . 

Yet his fervent nationalism caused him to reject former 

standards in literature just as his country had rejected 

former standards of government. The poet believed, 
[1]iterature's scope, like [America's], must span 
the future and dwell on it as much as on the pres
ent or the past. Like hers, it must extricate 
itself from the models of the past, and, while 
courteous to them, must be sung from the depths 
of its own native spirit exclusively.° 

When he mentioned the "models of the past" from which litera

ture should be freed. Whitman was referring to the history 

and beliefs of other nations, not of America. While he 

wrote that in literature "current, practical times are to 

be photographed, " he felt that these times "embraced the 

war, commerce, inventions, Washington, Abraham Lincoln, the 
9 

mechanics, the great work now going on. . . ." In depicting 

John Paul Jones's battle with the Serapis, Whitman, then, was 

"^Whitman, Passage to India (New York: Haskell, 1969 
[first published 1870]), p. 5. 

^Whitman, in Walt Whitman's Workshop: A Collection 
of Unpublished Manuscripts, ed. Clifton Joseph Furness (New 
York: Russell, 1964 [first published 1928]), p. 127. 

^Whitman, in Walt Whitman's Workshop, p. 128. 
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not portraying a romantic scene far removed from ordinary 

life but was treating this event as an important element of 

America's "native spirit." 

Significantly, as he listed appropriate subjects for 

verse Whitman made two American heroes, Washington and 

Lincoln, equal to "mechanics," "inventions," and "great 

work . . . going on." The poet wrote that he "understood 

the large heart of heroes," and he praised Lincoln in 

several essays and poems, yet his democratic principles led 

him to focus his work not on larger-than-life heroic indi

viduals but on ordinary Americans. Whitman seemed to feel 

that in a society in which all men were created equal, there 

was no place for demigods. He believed one "cannot help 

regarding hero worship as a great evil, whatsoever the char

acter . . . of the hero himself," and he confessed to his 

friend Henry Traubel, "I am very impatient of stories which 

imply the concentration of all historical meetings in single 
12 . . . 

eminent persons." Although, like many romantic writers. 

Whitman admired sturdy individuals, including himself, he 

professed greater admiration for heroic traits existing 

Leaves of Grass, p. 66. 

-̂ -̂ Whitman, quoted in Newton Arvin, Whitman (New 
York: Macmillan, 1938), p. 269. 

12whitman, in Arvin, p. 270. 
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unrecognized in the masses of people. Thomas Carlyle per

haps best expressed the attitudes of many early nineteenth-

century romantics toward heroic types. He stated, in his 

Heroes, Hero Worship and the Heroic in History, that a hero 

is "a commander over men; he to whose will our wills are to 

13 
be subordinated. . . . " Carlyle also noted that 

Universal History, the history of what man has ac
complished in this world, is at bottom the History 
of the Great Men who have worked here. They were 
the leaders of men, these great ones, the modellers, 
patterners, and in a wide sense creators, of what
soever the general mass of men contrived to do or 
to attain; all things that we see standing accom
plished in the world are the result . . . of Thoughts 
that dwelt in the Great Men sent into the world. 14 

Whitman, who had read Carlyle extensively, observed, 

Carlyle was fed on the pablum of European libraries: 
he learned above all to love strong individuals— 
men who would drive on to their ends through what
ever obstacles . . . men who were not particular 
how they did things but very particular to have them 
done. Carlyle had one failing in common with 
Thoreau—disdain, contempt, for average human be
ings. . . .1^ 

It is not surprising that when Whitman wrote of the 

battle between the Bonhomme Richard and the Serapis in sec

tions 35 and 36 of "Song of Myself," he chose to draw his 

^•^Thomas Carlyle, Heroes, Hero Worship, and the 
Heroic in History (London: Chapman and Hall, 1841), p. 196. 

Carlyle, p. 1. 

1^Whitman, quoted in Horace Traubel, With Walt Whit
man in Camden, I (New York: Roman & Littlefield, 1961 [first 
published 1905]), 285. 
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readers' attention away from the hero Jones to the ordinary, 

yet also heroic, common seamen who served with the captain. 

He allowed a sailor, for example, to tell the story. In 

the final (1892) edition of Leaves of Grass, the first 

verses of section 35 of "Song of Myself" read. 

Would you hear of an old-time sea fight? 
Would you hear who won by the light of the moon and 

the stars? 
List to the yarn as my grandmother's father the 

sailor told it to me . . .1^ 

Whitman had heard tales of the sea from his maternal grand

mother, Naomi Van Velsor, whose father had served with John 
17 Paul Jones, and he presents his account of the sea fight 

as if it were in the words of his ancestor. Actually, the 

poet's information about the battle had come from a letter 

written by Jones to Benjamin Franklin which the poet en-
18 countered in Old South Leaflets, the same letter Melville 

19 used in writing Israel Potter. As David Goodale points 

out in an article on Whitman's borrowings, the poet drew 

from this letter many details which make his description 

of the battle historically accurate, such as the fact that 

moonlight bathed the scene of the battle, that Jones himself 

16 
Leaves of Grass, p. 69. 

Blodgett and Bradley, in Leaves of Grass, p. 69n 

l^Ibid. 
•''Jack Russell, "Israel Potter and 'Song of My

self, ' " American Literature, XL (March, 1968), 72-75. 
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lashed together the Richard and the Serapis, and that loss 

20 
of life was great. In the first edition of Leaves of 

Grass, the opening verse of what later would become section 

35 of "Song of Myself" read, "Did you read in the sea-book 

21 
of the old-fashioned frigate fight?" obviously reflecting 

Whitman's research on the battle. 

Typically, however, the poet attempted to convey 

the impression that his knowledge had come from the oral 

tradition rather than a written source. A self-educated 

journalist-turned-poet who wanted to identify with common 

Americans, Whitman championed education through experience 

rather than scholarship. To learn more about his countrymen 

he interviewed members of various professions, particularly 

individuals who performed menial work. Using one of his 

favorite colloquial terms. Whitman declared that he was 

22 

"one of the roughs, " one of the common men whose language 

and belief he incorporated in his poetry. The poet's own 

considerable reading seems to have been accomplished almost 

surreptitiously; in print he vowed to "make no . . . ref-
23 erences to any other writers," and he queried his readers. 

^%avid Goodale, "Some of Walt Whitman's Borrowings," 
American Literature, X (May, 1938), 204. 

-̂"•Whitman, Leaves of Grass: A Facsimile of the First 
Edition, p. 39. 

^^Whitman, Leaves of Grass, p. 89. 

^^Whitman, in R. M. Bucke, Ed., Notes and Fragments, 
Left by Walt Whitman (Boston: Small, Maynard, 1899), p. 43. 
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"Have you practised so long to learn to read?" It is not 

surprising that in the 1867 edition of Leaves of Grass he 

deleted the reference to "sea books" from "Song of Myself," 

and added the mention of his ancestor. He also added to 

his account a parenthetical reference, "(said he)," after 

the verse "Our foe was no skulk in his ship, I tell you, "^^ 

to emphasize the fact that his great-grandfather the sailor 

supposedly was telling the tale. He changed from past to 

present tense the verses describing the battle, to give his 

description a sense of immediacey and to allow a reader to 

identify more closely with the sailor narrator. 

In addition to making a seaman describe Jones's 

battle. Whitman included in his account several expressions 

from the speech of common folk. As a poet of the here-and-

now. Whitman naturally was drawn to aspects of the oral 

tradition alive in the people whom he met. The language of 

Americans was the type of folklore which had the greatest 

impact on his writing, and some critical studies have been 

made of such elements of folk speech in his work as popular 
96 

names for places and types of people, regional speech. 

24v^itman, Leaves of Grass, p. 30. 

^^Whitman, in Walt Whitman's Blue Book: The 1860-
1861 Leaves of Grass Containing his Manuscript Revisions 
and Additions (New York: New York Public Library, 1968), 
pp. 76-80. [Revisions of this third edition were in prepara
tion for the fourth (1867) edition]. 

96 
C. Carroll Hollis, "Walt Whitman and the American 

Idiom," Quarterly Journal of Speech, XLIII (1957), 410. 
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and a rhythm and style which resembles that of oratory popu-
27 

lar in the nineteenth century. His fascination with folk 

speech is indicated by his "dictionaries" of American slang 

28 29 

expressions, "Words" and An American Primer (unpublished 

during his lifetime), and by his essay, "Slang in America," 

in which he extolled the beauty of colloquial language in 

literature, and of elements of folk speech, such as profes-
, . 30 slonal j argon. 

Among the workers whose lingo Whitman recorded and 

made a part of his poems were seamen whom he met on New 

York docks. He enthusiastically wrote of a sailor's special 

language, which he felt was important to all Americans, 

Sea words, coast words, sloop words, sailor's and 
boatman's words, words of ships, are numerous in 
America—one fourth of the people of these states 
are aquatic—love the water, love to be near it, 
smell it, sail on it, swim in it, fish, clam, trade 
to and fro upon it. To be much on the water, or in 
constant sight of it, affects words, the voice, the 
passions. Around the markets, among the fish-smacks, 
along the wharves, you hear a thousand words, never 
yet printed in the repertoire of any lexicon—words, 
strong words solid as logs, and more beauty to me 
than any of the antique.-^1 

^^Sculley Bradley, "The Fundamental Metrical Prin
ciple in Whitman's Poetry," American Literature, X (January 
1939), 440. 

^^Whitman, "Words," unpublished, quoted extensively 
in Hollis, pp. 408-420. 

^^Whitman, An American Primer, ed. Horace Traubel 
(Boston: Small, Maynard, 1904 [written early 1850's]). 

^^Whitman, "Slang in America," in The Works of Walt 
Whitman, The Collected Prose (New York: Funk and Wagnall's, 
1968 [first published 1948]), pp. 420-424. 

^"^Whitman, An American Primer, p. 25. 
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Although, unlike Cooper, Melville, and other authors who 

wrote of the sea. Whitman never was a sailor, he made the 

colloquial speech of seamen a part of many of his verses, 

including sections 35 and 36 of "Song of Myself, " in which 

his sailor-narrator uses such expressions as "grape," 

"master-at-arms," "after-hold," "main-mast," "tops," "spars," 
32 

and "old salt, " all of which are verifiable as nautical 
33 jargon. 

Whitman's use of a sailor-narrator and his inclu

sion of nautical lingo in his description of the Bonhomme 

Richard-Serapis battle make the common seamen in the poet's 

verses at least as colorful and interesting as the hero 

Jones. The reader is especially intrigued by the "dead 

face of an old salt with long white hair and carefully 

curled whiskers," and the "corpse of a child that serv'd in 

34 
the cabin." Compared to these very human characters. 

Whitman's Jones appears colorless and unconvincing. Instead 

of including the captain's well-known defiant cry, "I have 

32 
Whitman, Leaves of Grass, pp. 69-70. 

33 
B. Guralnik and Joseph A. Friend, et al., Eds., 

Webster's New World Dictionary, College Edition (New York 
World, 1966), pp. 631, 904, 692, 1536, 1397; Harold Went-
worth and Stuart B. Flexner, Eds., Dictionary of American 
Slang (New York: Crowell, 1967 [first published I960]), 
p. 441. 

34 
Leaves of Grass, p. 70. 
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not yet begun to fight," the poet in his account has Jones 

declare, "composedly," "We have not struck . . . we have 

35 just begun our part of the fighting." Whitman's Jones 

is allowed this one rather formal statement and one heroic 

36 action, the lashing together of the two ships. His only 

show of emotion is his "countenance white as a sheet" as he 

oversees operations after the battle; during the heat of 

action Jones is "not hurried, his voice is neither high nor 

37 
low." Jones is not an intriguing character but a stylized 

portrait. He is one-dimensional; the poet allows his reader 

to view only the captain's noble calm and courage, the 

qualities which inspired seamen. 

Whitman's Jones shares some characteristics with 

Byronic heroes, such as "sensibility," the ability to lead 

38 men, and a strange light which emanates from his brow.-^ 

Melville's captain also casts an unusual light from his 

eyes, as Jack Russell has pointed out, but in Melville's 

hero this characteristic seems to emphasize his Jones's 

diabolical nature, "̂ ^ while the same quality in Whitman's 

35 

Leaves of Grass, p. 70. 

Leaves of Grass, p. 69. 

Leaves of Grass, p. 70. 
"^^Peter Thorslev, The Byronic Hero (Minneapolis: 

Univ. of Minnesota Press, 1962), pp. 69, 142; Leaves of 
Grass, pp. 69-71. 

^^Herman Melville, His Fifty Years of Exile (Israel 
Potter) (New York: Sagamore, 1957 [first published 1855]), 
p. 170; that this trait sometimes is associated with Satan 
is documented in Stith Thompson, Motif-Index of Folk-
Literature, (Bloomington: The Univ. of Indiana Press, 1955), 
III, 320, G. 303.4.1.2.3 and G. 303.4.1.2.4. 
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Jones seems to indicate the ability of the poet's captain 

to inspire his men. Whitman once wrote of Byron, most of 

whose work he had read, that the English poet had "a fire 

40 
that will last forever, " a trait he shared with the heroes 

he depicted. Whitman's captain, although he has some Byronic 

characteristics, lacks the "fire" which romantic writers, 

including Melville in Israel Potter, ascribed to heroes. 

Whitman's description, although unexciting and un

just to the colorful personality of the real Jones, seems 

appropriate in "Song of Myself." In addition to the 

Bonhomme Richard-Serapis battle Whitman depicted in his poem 

the massacre of Americans by Mexicans at Goliad, a fort un-

41 der bombardment, and a shipwreck. The poet grants these 

events legendary qualities. They are part of "the early 

days of a nation," a time which Joseph Fontenrose, among 

42 others, has noted is often the source of legend, and they 

concern acts of great sacrifice and courage. Whitman ap

parently was seeking to portray America as a land which, 

like older civilizations, had its own mythology and heroes 

as admirable as those of any nation. Yet the poet's concern 

is not particularly with legendary heroes but with unnamed 

Melville, quoted in With Walt Whitman in Camden, 
p. 41. 

41 
Leaves of Grass, pp. 66-69. 

42 
Joseph Fentenrose, The Ritual Theory of Myth (Los 

Angeles: The Univ. of California Press, 1966), p. 55. 
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men who also perform heroic acts. He writes, for example, 

43 
of a "mash'd fireman with breast-bone broken," an "old 

44 
artillerist," and of four hundred and twelve nameless 

45 
young men who died at Goliad. These men, like the seamen 

who serve with Jones, have "the courage of present times 

46 

and of all times." They are the figures of a new mythol

ogy Whitman seems to have been attempting to create for 

America. 

Significantly, in section 39 of his poem Whitman 

depicts a new sort of American hero, a character more vivid 

and appealing than the better-known heroes the poet por-

47 
trayed. This "friendly and flowing savage," unlike Jones 

and other great Americans revered for specific acts, is 

admirable because of his spirit. He possesses 

[b]ehavior lawless as snow-flakes, words simple as 
grass, uncomb'd head, laughter, and naivete. 

Slow-stepping feet, common features, common modes 
and emanations. 

They descend in new forms from the tips of his fingers. 
They are wafted with the odor of his body or breath, 

they fly out of the glance of his eyes.'*^ 

While critics have identified the unnamed figure as Davy 

43 
Leaves of Grass, p. 69. 

44 
Ibid. 

45 
Leaves of Grass, p. 67. 

46 

Leaves of Grass, p. 66. 

Leaves of Grass, p. 73. 

Ibid. 
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49 Crockett, he seems more appropriately linked to the 

"western" enthusiasm and freedom Whitman regarded as Ameri

can attributes, and which Americans shared with heroes of 

ancient myth. As James Miller has observed, "[f]or the hero 

of his epic. Whitman created the archetypal personality for 

the New World . . . a man both individual and of the mass. 

This hero, unlike the hero of past epics, discovers his 

heroic qualities not in superhuman characteristics but in 

50 

the selfhood common to every man." Ironically, Whitman 

was replacing one kind of hero for another, albeit more 

democratic, one; later writers would deny the existence 

even of the sort of hero Whitman depicted. Yet Whitman 

seemed to voice the spirit of his day; as Vernon L. Parring-

ton has pointed out, "to an amazing degree [Whitman] was an 

unconscious embodiment of American aspiration in the days 
51 when the romantic revolution was at flood tide." Whitman 

seems to have regarded his presentation of a democratic hero 

as didactic. As Henry S. Canby has noted, "To [the poet] 

the myth of the common man was not myth but truth, and he 

wanted it expressed on the highest levels of art; not for 

^^Robert H. Woodward, "Davy Crockett: Whitman's 
'Friendly and Flowing Savage,'" Walt Whitman Review, VI 
(1960), 48-49. 

50 
James E. Miller, A Critical Guide to Leaves of 

Grass (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1957), p. 259. 
^Vernon L. Parrington, Main Currents in American 

Thought, III (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1927), 
p. 70. 
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the sake of art, however, but as a vital influence in form

ing a citizenry worthy of the land and natural resources: 

'The largeness of nature or the nation were monstrous with

out a corresponding largeness and generosity of the spirit 
52 

of the citizens' [Whitman once wrote] ." 

Whitman believed the vitality of the common man 

which grants him mythical stature is revealed in his collo

quial speech. The poet once stated that slang is "the law

less germinal element, below all words and sentences, and 

53 
behind all poetry, " and that "the retrospect of slang 

from the start would be the recalling from their nebulous 

conditions of all that is poetical in the stories of human 

54 utterance." Colloquial language is a reflection of myth, 

the poet seems to have been saying, and since Americans 

like Jones's seamen have heroic qualities and colorful 

slangy speech, they, like ancient heroes, have mythical 

stature. 

The nationalistic, democratic Whitman did not view 

America as being completely without blemish, however. In 

describing Jones's sea fight the poet treats the horrifying 

results of the battle as well as the glory of the "little 

^^Henry S. Canby, Walt Whitman: An American (Bos
ton: Houghton, Mifflin, 1943), p. 153. 

^^Whitman, "Slang in America," p. 420. 

54ibid. 
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captain" and of heroic sailors. Through effective imagery 

the poet allows his readers to ex^jerience the aftermath of 

a naval battle, including the "wheeze, cluck, swash of fall

ing blood, short wild scream, and long, dull, tapering 

groan . . . " and the sight of dead and dying "irretrievable" 
55 

seamen. 

In his presentation of the battle Whitman reveals 

his aversion to wars which destroy "irretrievable" Ameri

cans, an attitude he expressed in newspaper articles urging 

people to accept the concept of the union of the United 

States, and in his poems about the Civil War. The vio

lence, blood, and brutality which Whitman included in the 

seafight episode and in descriptions of other events in 

sections of "Song of Myself" caused James E. Miller, who has 

noted that the structure of the poem is the form of a tra

ditional mystical experience, to point out that these sec-

58 tions correspond to a "dark night of the soul." 

Whitman apparently regarded the violent events he 

described as America's "dark night of the soul," but he 

seemed to feel that the problems of this period could be 

55 
Leaves of Grass, p. 71. 

56 
Whitman, A Gathering of the Forces (Writings, 1846-

1847), ed. Cleveland Rogers and John Black, (New York: Put
nam's, 1920). 

57 
Whitman, Drum Taps (New York: 1865). 

^^Miller, p. 260. 
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overcome by the "native spirit" of Americans. Like Melville, 

Whitman recognized the tragedy of battles fought even for 

an honorable cause, yet unlike Melville, the poet remained 

optimistic about America's future. Melville had treated 

Jones's sea fight ironically, emphasizing the fact that the 

"little guy," Israel Potter, suffered even though he had 

behaved heroically. Melville's portrayal becomes the "type 

59 . . . parallel, and . . . prophecy" he intended it to be; 

it reflects the fact that Americans are capable of condoning 

brutality and defeat of the common man. Whitman, in con

trast, seems to have found almost a glory in gore, even as 

he mourned Americans fallen in battle. He allowed his nar

rator to express enthusiasm for Jones's determination to 

continue fighting even though loss of life is great, and 

for the ability of some of the seamen to kill English 

sailors. Whitman seems to have appreciated such a scene 

because in it is revealed the sturdy, noble pluck of Ameri

cans, on which the poet based his confidence in his country's 

future. His Utopian vision of America's future is expressed 

in section 38 of his poem, when, after depicting the sea 

fight and other violent events, the poet cries, "Enough! 

Enough! Enough!" He finds himself at last able to 

troop forth replenish'd with supreme power, one of 
an average unending procession,/ Inland and sea-
coast we go, and pass all boundary lines,/ Our 

^^Israel Potter, p. 170. 
60 
Leaves of Grass, p. 70. 
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swift ordinances on their way over the whole earth,/ 
The blossoms we wear in our hats the growth of 
thousands of years.^-^ 

Whitman was incapable of questioning the consequences of 

American power, as Melville managed to do. 

Whitman's portrayal of Jones, though certainly lack

ing the power of Melville's or even Cooper's description of 

the hero, is nevertheless significant for the insight it 

provides into a poet who produced his unique vision of an 

American hero only about a year after Melville's very dif

ferent account was published. Like Cooper, Whitman depicted 

Jones as a legendary hero for nationalistic purposes, yet 

he made the common men who served with Jones equal to Jones 

himself, a technique which Cooper did not employ in The 

Pilot. In its focusing on the common man Whitman's version 

of the battle resembles Melville's, yet Melville allowed 

his captain to possess barbaric vitality and to become a 

symbol of certain objectionable human traits associated 

with America, while Whitman's hero serves only as an inspira

tion to his men and as an element of America's heroic past. 

Whitman's treatment of the hero is a more democratic one, 

although it is unjust to the real captain's complex person

ality and lacks the "fire" of Melville's disturbing vision 

of Jones's diabolical barbarism. Whitman's Jones is signifi

cant in that he is colorless and minor in the poem, and 

61 
Leaves of Grass, p. 72 
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shows that to Whitman, as to many of his contemporaries, 

Jones was one of an assortment of demigods who, in a demo

cratic society, had lost their favored position. 

As critics have pointed out, there are weaknesses 

in Whitman' s poetry and in the themes he attempted to exam

ine. The poet's inclusion of slang in poetry often became 

monotonous cataloguing; also, the poet's conception of the 
62 

power of democracy seems simplistic. Yet in his verses, 

as in sections 35 and 36 of "Song of Myself, " Whitman demon

strated that folk speech and common Americans could be made 

the subject of poetry, thereby freeing the genre from re

strictions placed on it by nineteenth-century custom. Too, 

Whitman's attempt at myth-making, or adducing legends in 

America's past and universal, mythical qualities in the 

country's language and people, at the very least emphasized 

the significance of what was happening in America in the 

1850's. Whitman forced many of his readers, and other 

writers, to recognize the value of commonplace American life. 

He was fulfilling Emerson's desire for a poet who would recog

nize 

[America's] incomparable materials, and [would] 
see, in the barbarism and materialism of the times, 
another carnical of the same gods whose picture 
[Homer had presented].^ 

^^Canby, p. 153. 

6 3 
Emerson, p. 40 
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The sea-fight episode also is valuable because in it Whit

man managed, through his desire to depict people and events 

realistically by "photographing" them in verse, to create 

one of the most believable and moving portraits of the battle 

in literature. With the use of imagery and accurate nauti

cal terms. Whitman communicates through his sailor-narrator 

a scene of 

Formless stacks of bodies and bodies by themselves, 
dabs of flesh upon the masts and spars. 

Cut of cordage, dangle of rigging, slight shock of 
the soothe of waves. 

Black and impassive guns, litter of powder-parcels, 
strong scent, 

A few stars overhead, silent and mournful shining. 
Delicate sniffs of sea-breeze, smells of sedgy 

grass and fields by the shore, death-messages 
given in charge to survivors. 

The hiss of the surgeon's knife, the gnawing teeth 

of his saw . . . 

Although Whitman made little effort to include in his verses 

information about the personality of John Paul Jones, ironi

cally he echoed sentiments expressed by the captain in his 

letter to Franklin. Jones had written, 
[A] person must have been an eye-witness to form a 
just idea of the tremendous scene of carnage, wreck, 
and ruin which everywhere appeared [after the 
Bonhomme Richard's defeat of the Serapis] .^ 

Whitman must have felt his battle picture had universal sig

nificance, for it, like " . . . the rude air, the salt sea. 

Leaves of Grass, p. 71. 

^^Jones, quoted in The Life of John Paul Jones, ed 
James Otis (New York: Burt, 1900 [first published 1830]), 
p. 172. 
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the fire, the woods, and the rocky ground," is "sharp, full 

66 
of danger, full of contradiction and offence." Whitman 

believed "these elements, silent and old, stand or move 

67 
and out of them curiously comes everything." 

^^Whitman, Introduction to Leaves of Grass (1855 
edition), p. 130. 

•̂7 Ibid. 



CHAPTER V 

A GARDENER'S SON WHO FOUGHT THE SERAPIS: 

JONES IN CHURCHILL'S RICHARD CARVEL 

After he was depicted in the first edition of Leaves 

of Grass in 1855, more than forty years passed before John 

Paul Jones again caught the attention of a major American 

writer. His long absence reflects the state of American 

literature in the last half of the nineteenth century, when 

most American authors began to write of their growing na

tion 's intriguing present, rather than its romantic past. 

Jones's reappearance, in Winston Churchill's Richard Carvel 

in 1899, marked the return of the romance of the past to 

American literature, although the sort of historical novels 

Churchill and some of his contemporaries created are quite 

different from the work of earlier romantic writers, and 

Churchill occasionally is as much a realist as a romanticist. 

Richard Carvel is in many ways a typical historical romance, 

yet in it Jones is not depicted as a larger-than-life hero, 

but is humanized. While Churchill grants his Jones some 

admirable qualities, he places greater emphasis on the cap

tain's less than heroic traits. His wish to make Jones 

appear human rather than extraordinary is revealed in the 

title of the chapter of Richard Carvel which describes 

Jones's most famous sea battle: "How the Gardener's Son 

98 
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Fought the Serapis." Churchill's Jones is vain, is al

most pathetic in his desire to be accepted by aristocratic 

society, and speaks with a definite, and authentic, Scottish 

brogue. In his "romance" Churchill presented the most 

realistic, and historically accurate, picture of Jones then 

provided in a literary work. 

Richard Carvel was a product of the 1890's, a period 

of change and contrast in American literature. The tenets 

of realism, a movement which emerged in America around 1870 

in part in reaction to "excesses" of romanticism, still in

fluenced many writers. Realists, many of whose techniques 

the democratic Whitman had employed, decried sentimentality 

and grandiose themes in literature and chose to depict with 

photographic accuracy the ordinary affairs of commonplace 

2 

Americans. Realism was somewhat overshadowed by the de

velopment of different types of literature in the 1890's. 

As Lars Ahnebrink has observed. 
Two reactions set in against [the rather genteel 
brand of realism exemplified particularly by 
William Dean Howells] ; one expressed itself in a 
harsher realism, an experimental naturalism, the 
other in the historical romance. . . . "̂  

Winston Churchill, Richard Carvel (New York: Mac
millan, 1914 [first published 1899]), p. 475. Subsequent 
references to Richard Carvel are to this edition. 

2 
Everett Carter, Howells and the Age of Realism 

(New York: Lippincott, 1950), pp. 49-50. 
3 Lars Ahnebrink, The Beginnings of Naturalism m 

American Fiction, (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1950), 
p. 19. 
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Naturalism was an application of the laws of scientific de

terminism to literature, and was pessimistic in its treat

ment of individuals struggling to cope in a modern world 

which denied them the exercise of free will; the histori

cal romance, in dramatic contrast, was a harking back to 

the style and beliefs of an earlier time. 

While historical romances obviously were being 

created many years before the turn of the century—Sir 

Walter Scott and James Fenimore Cooper had popularized the 

form in the early 1800' s—as Carl Van Doren has observed, 

"the most active school of historical romances the United 

States had yet to produce" flourished in America from about 

5 

1896 to 1902. Ahnebrink has pointed out some of the rea

sons for the popularity of the genre at a time when many 

Americans were being made aware that life in the 1890's was 

rather less than gay: the appeal of the novels of Robert 

Louis Stevenson, a burst of enthusiastic nationalism accom

panying the Spanish-American War, and, perhaps most impor

tant, a desire by Americans to escape the bitter realities 
6 

of a disillusioned age. 

"William Flint Thrall and Addison Hibbard, with re
visions by C. Hugh Holman, A Handbook to Literature (New 
York: Odyssey, 1960 [first published 1936]), p. 301. 

5 
Carl Van Doren, The American Novel, 1789-1939 (New 

York: Macmillan, 1940), p. 218. 

Ahnebrink, p. 19. 
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The advent of what one writer has termed "hammock 

thrillers" on the literary scene was greeted with something 

akin to relief by many critics. A writer for Bookman noted 

in 1899, "morbid realism . . . was swept out of sight five 

or six years ago by the sudden on-rush of works of ideality 
o 

and romance." Some critics voiced the opinion that realis

tic literature demonstrated a dangerous lack of patriotism; 

a reviewer for America stated in 1889, "[I]t is time that 

there should be some protest against such writers [who pro

duce realistic fiction] and against a literature which is 
9 

so thoroughly un-American and so callously impure." While 

certainly not all critics and writers encouraged the demise 

of "morbid realism," the response of the general public to 

the new romantic literature was overwhelmingly favorable. 

Among best-selling romances were Mary E. Wilkins Freeman's 

The Heart's Highway (1900), Paul Leicester Ford's Janice 

Meredith (1899), Mary Johnstons' To Have and To Hold, which 

sold 285,000 copies by 1901, and Churchill's The Crisis, 

which sold 320,000 copies in two years. Richard Carvel 

certainly was among the most popular of the romances; by 

1901 it had sold 420,000 copies, an almost unbelievable 

"̂ Frank L. Mott, quoted in Warren L. Titus, Winston 
Churchill (New York: Twayne, 1963), p. 36. 

^Anonymous review. Bookman (June, 1899), p. 356; 
quoted in Ahnebrink, p. 19. 

^Anna Farwell de Koven, America, II (June 6, 1889), 
306. 
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number for that day. 

Clearly, Churchill and others like him were respond

ing to the wishes of the public, but it would be unfair to 

assume that Churchill wrote only to please his readers. 

Various influences caused him to write romances. His early 

reading and his education (at the United States Naval 

Academy at Annapolis) had inspired his interest in America's 
11 

past; custom, he revealed to an interviewer, demanded 

that he treat this past romantically in literature. He 

stated. 

In writing of the eighteenth century one is almost 
compelled to treat the story romantically, because 
everybody had always done so, and to all intents 
and purposes, that is a romantic age. 

Prime among the reasons Churchill was attracted to romantic 

fiction seems to have been his nationalism. He was an ar

dent defender of things American, of Theodore Roosevelt and 

13 
the "progressives," and of America's "manifest destiny." 

In spite of his patriotism Churchill recognized his country's 

difficulties, as is indicated by the many "problem" novels 

-'•̂ Van Wyck Brooks, The Confident Years; 1885-1915 
(New York: Dutton, 1952), p. 93. 

11 . 
Titus, p. 30. 

•'"^Churchill, in an interview published in The Boston 
Herald quoted in Titus, p. 37. 

-'•"̂ Titus, p. 33. 
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he produced later in his career, but he believed the evils 

of America's present could be destroyed if Americans were 

to remember the concepts on which their democracy had been 

founded. As Warren L. Titus has remarked, Churchill was a 

"moralist bent on awakening Americans to the need for 

honesty and to a return to the old traditions in government 

15 
practices." His purpose is indicated in the foreword to 

Richard Carvel, supposedly written by Carvel's grandson, in 

which Carvel's house, which had decayed through the years, 

is described. Carvel's grandson observes, 

Mr. Carvel's town house in Annapolis stands today, 
with its neighbors, a mournful relic of a glory that 
is past.l^ 

Churchill seems to be presenting in Richard Carvel scenes 

of the past glory of his nation, which he offers as examples 

to modern Americans. His novels are not merely nostalgic 

recreations of the past but are in part didactic; by describ

ing such admirable moments in American history as the Ameri

can Revolution, the Lewis and Clark expeditions (in The 

Crossing, 1904), and heroic actions of certain soldiers in 

the Civil War (in The Crisis, 1901), Churchill seems to 

have been attempting to remind Americans that their country 

^^See Coniston (1906), Mr. Crewe's Career (1908), 
A Far Country (1915), and The Inside of the Cup (1913). 

-^^Titus, p. 60. 

Richard Carvel, p. viii. 
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had promise and was worth improving. Naturally, he roman

ticized America's past to present it in the most favorable 

light, and thus is similar to Cooper, whose own nationalism, 

more maritime than Churchill's but just as ardent, in part 

17 
inspired The Pilot. 

In spite of his appreciation of romance, Churchill 

was aware of the merits of realistic fiction. In his 

Preface to the 1914 edition of Richard Carvel, the author 

noted that "the realistic reaction has been of immense bene-

18 
fit to literature, " and in describing his methods of 

writing Richard Carvel, the author reveals his own use of 

realistic technique. To an interviewer, Churchill stated, 

I prepared myself [to write the novel] by visiting 
all the places concerned in the story, and by read
ing biographies, histories, memoirs, letters, old 
newspapers—in fact, everything which could give 
me insight into the life of those days, or into the 
character of people like John Paul Jones and Charles 
Fox, whom I desired to introduce.!^ 

He also revealed, "It is the business of historical fiction, 

as I conceive it, to give an absolutely faithful picture 

. . . of the thoughts, ideas, manners and customs, dress, 

..20 
occupations and pleasures of a given people in a given age." 

17 
Thomas P h i l b r i c k , James Fenimore Cooper and t he 

Development of American Sea F i c t i o n (Cambridge: Harvard 
Univ . P r e s s , 1961) , p p . 52 -53 . 

18 
Richard Carvel, p. x. 

•'-^Churchill, quoted in Titus, p. 33. 

20 
Churchill, quoted in Titus, p. 35. 
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Churchill's theories reflected the view, held by many 

creators of historical romances in his time, that the "great 

American novel" would be the work which provided "an exact 

21 
recreation of an historical era." Churchill's penchant 

for accurate detail is similar to that of the realist 

William Dean Howells, who once wrote, "[L]iterature and 

art are . . . the expressions of life, and are [not] to be 

judged by any other test than that of their fidelity to 

it."" 

The conflicting demands of a romantic purpose for 

his novels and an appreciation of realistic detail influenced 

Churchill's choice of a hero for Richard Carvel. The au

thor's desire to create a picture of the glories of Ameri

ca's past demanded a hero who would represent American vir

tues; Churchill's wish to depict honestly Jones, of whose 

faults his research had made him aware, caused him to make 

a fictional character with whose history he had free rein 

the hero of his novel. Churchill thus avoided the mistake 

made by Cooper in The Pilot; Cooper also was aware that Jones 

was flawed but had portrayed the captain as a melancholy 

Byronic type, and later regretted the inaccuracy of his 
23 

treatment. 

•̂'"Titus, p. 43. 

^^William Dean Howells, Criticism and Fiction (New 
York: Harper, 1891), p. 8. 

"̂̂ Susan Cooper, Introduction to James Fenimore 
Cooper's The Pilot (London: Routledge, 1895), p. xxii. 
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Churchill's Carvel truly is a paragon of American 

virtues. He rejects his grandfather's Toryism, fights 

bravely with Jones, criticizes the pretentiousness of aris

tocrats such as Horace Walpole and the American Marmaduke 

Manners, and refuses to be materialistic, as the "villains" 

of the novel. Carvel's uncle. Manners, and a corrupt parson, 
24 

are. He is even granted the stature of a mythical hero, 

in that he experiences an initiation as he is separated 

from his grandfather and his home, undergoes hardships in

cluding a descent into a London prison, and finally, after 

proving his courage, achieves his goal: marriage to a head

strong yet enchanting woman appropriately referred to as 

25 
being a mixture of Pandora and Venus. Like many heroes 

in historical romances. Carvel is infallible. A complicated 

plot carries him through a series of adventures, one of 

which involves swordplay, and he wins a woman who is a lady 

- ... 26 of spirit. 

Churchill's Jones, in contrast, is not a model of 

perfection, nor is he given the attributes of a mythical 

hero. He is an admirable but human gardener's son who be

came a sea captain, whom Churchill, as his Afterword to 

^\ichard Carvel, pp. 83, 91, 120. 

25 
Richard Carvel, p. 96. 

^^These characteristics are identified as typical 
of historical fiction in Grant C. Knight, The Strenuous Age 
(Chapel Hill: The Univ. of North Carolina Press, 1954), 
p. 16. 
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the novel indicated, sought to make as nearly like the real 

27 
Jones as possible. The author, who once revealed that 

O Q 

Jones "was one of [his] great boyhood heroes," allows his 

captain the noble traits Jones possessed, such as an ability 

to inspire men, a refusal to admit defeat, "̂^ and a com-

31 
pelling, Byronic, "fire" in his eye. Churchill also men
tions Jones's admirable control over his men, for whom he 

32 "spells command with a large £." Too, the author describes 

Jones's amazing battle with the Serapis more thoroughly and 

33 accurately than had any other novelist; although he allowed 

the fictional Carvel to be present at the battle, he ex-

plained this discrepancy in his Afterword to the novel. 

Churchill also depicted with accurate detail those 

aspects of Jones's character which are not associated with 

27 
Richard Carvel, pp. 537-538. 

28 
Churchill, in Joe M. Chappie, "A Day With the 

Author of Richard Carvel," National Magazine, XI (December, 
1899), 252. 

29 
Richard Carvel, p. 486; this trait is associated 

with Jones in Samuel Eliot Morison, John Paul Jones, A 
Sailor's Biography (Boston: Little, Brown, 1959), p. 411. 

•̂ R̂ichard Carvel, p. 486; Morison, p. 412. 
-^^Richard Carvel, p. 174; Morison, p. 202. 
32 
Richard Carvel, p. 179; Morison, p. 412. 

"̂ "̂ Churchill's account, in Chapter LII of his novel, 
is accurate in its mention of such details of the battle as 
the condition of the sea, the moonlit sky at the time of 
the fight, the strength of each ship, and the activities of 
the seamen, including Jones; see Morison, pp. 221-242. 

34 
Richard Carvel, p. 538. 
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traditional heroes. Churchill's captain, for example, 

often speaks in a homely Scottish brogue. Although Churchill 

offered in the Preface to his novel an apology for the in

accuracy of the Scottish dialect included in Richard Carvel, "̂^ 

Jones's dialectical speech is verifiable as being that of a 

true Scotsman of the eighteenth century. After saving 

Carvel from sailors who had kidnapped him, Jones exclaims, 

"Hoots . . . dinna ye thank me. 'Tis naething to scuttle a 

nest of vermin, but the duty of ilka man who sails the 
36 

seas." Commenting on a beautiful shore line, the captain 

observes, 

'Tis a braw sight . . . but no sae bonnie as auld 
Scotland. 

An' the wind hauds, we shall see her shores in the 
morn. . . . 

Ah, Scotland: God aloon kens what she is to me! But 
she hasna' been over guid to me, laddie.^^ 

In expressing the philosophy which made him a successful na

val commander, Jones remarks, "Ye maun ken th' incentive's 

38 the maist o' the battle." Churchill is accurate in the way 

in which he allows Jones to use these phrases. As Samuel 

Eliot Morison pointed out in his biography, Jones could speak 

35 
Richard Carvel, vii. 
Richard Carvel, p. 176. Authenticity verified in 

Alexander Warrack, A Scots Dialect Dictionary (London: 
Chambers, 1911), pp. 270, 133, 372, 490, 282. 

37 
Richard Carvel, p. 185; verified in Warrack, pp. 

52, 471, 43, 11, 302, 233. 
?8 
-^Richard Carvel, p. 188; verified in Warrack, pp. 

351, 346. 
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39 

in the Scottish tongue but was able to adopt the language 

of the salon; Churchill's Jones can observe politely, "I 

must say I married [learning] for the furtherance of my 

fortunes, and have come to love her for her own sake," 

but his brogue emerges at moments of stress or when his 

emotions are touched. Although he was the first author to 

give Jones Scottish speech which humanizes him, Churchill 

demonstrated that he could employ dialect effectively and 

accurately to portray his character. 

In addition to granting Jones the speech of a com

mon man, Churchill further brings his captain "down to 

earth" with his account of Jones's personality. Cooper and 

Melville in their treatments of Jones described, as Churchill 

does, the naval hero's vanity, his flamboyant dress, and his 

wish to be honored by English and American society, yet each 

of the earlier romantics still managed to make their Jones 

appear larger than life; Cooper allowed his Pilot's ambition 

to create in him a Byronic melancholy, while Melville exag

gerated many of Jones's faults to make his captain appear 

a diabolical barbarian. Whitman, emphasizing the role of 

the common man in Jones's sea fight, ignored the captain's 

personality. Only Churchill treated Jones's idiosyncracies 

39 

Morison, p. 9. 

Morison, p. 1. 

^-^Richard Carvel, p. 187. 
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accurately to make the American hero become a believable 

human being. 

By portraying Jones realistically, Churchill 

naturally made his paragon of Ajnerican virtues. Carvel, 

appear superior to the naval hero, and the author empha

sized this superiority of Carvel by including some details 

in his account which are not drawn from actual history. 

Churchill's Jones, unlike the real captain who never ad-

42 mitted his faults, assesses his failings and says to 

Carvel, "I would that God had given me your character and 

your heart, Richard . . . in place of this striving thing 

43 I have within me." While Churchill describes Jones's 

amazing battle with the Serapis, he indicated that Jones 

never V70uld have been "converted" to the American cause had 

it not been for Carvel, who continually criticized certain 

aristocrats' pretentiousness and valuing of "wealth above 

patriotism." As Carvel observes. 

Perchance . . . if John Paul and I had not been cast 
by accident in a debtor's prison, this great man 
might never have bestowed upon our country those 
glorious services which contributed so largely to 
its liberty.^^ 

And Jones says to Carvel, 

"^^Morison, pp. 410-411. 

"̂ -̂ Richard Carvel, p. 258. 

44 Richard Carvel, p. 234. 
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You were right, Richard . . . your great world is 
a hard world for those in the shadow of it. I 
see now that it must not be entered from below, 
but from the cabin window. . . . 'Tis a petty 
organization, this society, which kicks the man 
who falls to the dogs. None of your fine gentle
men for me.45 

Churchill makes his Jones admirable not only for 

his courage in battle but also for attributes which, through 

Carvel's tutelage, he finally shares with Carvel himself: 

a rejection of English aristocracy, evident when he refuses 

the offer of a commission in the Royal Navy, and a denial 

46 of materialism. Jones, then, becomes truly heroic when 

he adopts the democratic values Churchill obviously admired. 

Churchill's treatment of Jones clearly seems to in

dicate that the democratization of American literature, 

evident in Cooper's treatment of "old salts" and frontiers

men in certain of his works, in Melville's choice of Israel 

Potter and Billy Budd as heroes, and particularly in Whit

man's catalogues of commonplace Americana in Leaves of 

Grass had its effect on a writer of turn-of-the-century 

romances. Just as in Richard Carvel Churchill referred to 

George Washington as having "virility, rather than sancti

ty, " so did he make Jones a believable individual rather 

than a revered demigod. He even allowed the naval hero to 

^^Richard Carvel, p. 234. 

"^^Richard Carvel, pp. 282, 472. 

47 
Richard Carvel, p. 130. 
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become an object of Carvel's pity at one point in the 

48 novel, permitting Carvel and some of his friends to laugh 

V 49 
at Jones's social naivete; not even Whitman had so 

thoroughly toppled the pedestal on which the idolized Jones 

had reposed as Churchill did. Churchill obviously realized 

that his readers no longer required a romantic, larger-than-

life hero to represent the strength and courage of Americans, 

for an ordinary American, such as Carvel, could be por

trayed as being as noble as the heroes of the past. 

Churchill's awareness that ordinary Americans could 

be made the subjects of fiction is reflected in his use of 

folklore in Richard Carvel. While the author drew from 

written sources much of the information about the past which 

he included in his novel, he also borrowed from the oral 

tradition. In addition to granting Jones a Scottish dia

lect, Churchill treated two other Scotsmen in Richard Carvel, 

Ivie Rawlinson, who states in puzzling, but authentic, 

50 Scottish slang, "Ilka day we hae some sic whigmeleery"; 

and a sailor, Mac Muir, whose speech is so filled with 

Scottish terms that Churchill accompanies it with accurate 

48 
Richard Carvel, p. 178. 

49 
Richard Carvel, p. 207. 

50 
Richard Carvel, p. 15; verified in Warrack, pp. 282, 239, 670. 
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^ 4 . 51 

footnotes. The characteristic speech of Negro slaves also 
52 

is depicted, as are slang expressions such as "saloop," 

"rally up," "furmity," and "naygurs," common in eighteenth-
53 

century London. The speech of Churchill's Annapolis resi-

54 
dents has an "archaic" quality, as one critic has noted, 

largely because it is made up of terms common in eighteenth-

century America, such as "macaronies," "puncheon," and, of 

55 
course, "Whig." Certain of Churchill's characters use 

proverbial phrases, always appropriately, characters such 

as Carvel, who observes, "It would be easier for a camel 

to enter the eye of a needle than for John Paul Jones to 

56 
cross the thresholds of the great houses of London"; and 

Jones himself, who after wishing that he had Carvel's 

steadfast nature rather than his own driving ambition. 

51 
Richard Carvel, p. 183; verified in Warrack, pp. 

410, 85, 270, 36, 192, 656, 612, 624. 
52 
Richard Carvel, p. 105; verified in Harold Went-

worth, American Dialect Dictionary (New York: Crowell, 1944), 
pp. 322, 39, 157. 

53 
Richard Carvel, p. 222; verified in Joseph Wright, 

English Dialect Dictionary (London: Henry Trowde, 1900), IV, 
235, 821, 21; V, 208, 222; II, 509. 

54 
Alexander Cowie, The American Novel (New York: 

American Book, 1948), p. 466. 
^Richard Carvel, pp. 95, 86, 47; verified in Al

bert Barriere and Charles Leland, Dictionary of Slang, Jar
gon and Cant (London: Ballantyne, 1890), pp. 36, 1330, 1857. 

56 
Richard Carvel, p. 205; verified in Archer Taylor 

and Bartlett J. Whiting, A Dictionary of American Proverbs 
and Proverbial Phrases (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1958), p. 
54. 
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remarks that, "a leopard cannot change its spots." Too, 

Churchill borrowed from the oral tradition the characteris

tics of a folk type, the "old salt," in his portrayal of 

Mac Muir, Jack Pearce, and Stanwix, a seaman who predicts 

Jones's battle with the Serapis.^^ 

Churchill apparently recognized that the combina

tion of elements from the oral tradition and historical 

facts, which he employed in depicting the "manners and cus

toms" of the revolutionary era, was the most valuable as

pect of his novel. As he pointed out in his 1914 Preface 

to Richard Carvel, 

I venture to account for the continued popularity 
of [Richard Carvel] by saying that I wrote it with 
an intense sincerity. . . . I lived, as I composed 
it, in old Annapolis and in old London. Charles 
James Fox and John Paul Jones were my companions, 
and I tried faithfully to interpret their char
acters, to depict the environment and customs of 
their times. 

Certainly Churchill's use of realistic techniques in de

scribing Jones make the captain the most appealing charac

ter in Richard Carvel; the faultless Carvel, whom Churchill 

intended as the true hero of his tale, ironically seems 

stereotyped and uninteresting. As one critic has observed 

of Richard Carvel and Churchill's other historical romances. 

57 

'̂ R̂ichard Carvel, p. 258; verified m Taylor, p. 218 

^^Richard Carvel, pp. 183, 47 5, 84. 

^Richard Carvel, p. x. 
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Churchill "takes admirable care of his history, and leaves 

his fiction to look after itself."^^ 

Many critics have praised Churchill's treatment of 

Jones. Warren L. Titus, for example, has commented, 

Churchill' s John Paul Jones . . . is the best fic
tional account of the naval hero up to that time. 
. . . Reproducing the actual character of Jones 
with real thoroughness, Churchill depicts the great 
hero's supreme ability, his dauntless courage, and 
his moody eccentricities and inordinate vanity. 
Even the Scotch dialect has an authentic ring. 

61 
• • • 

Churchill's captain lacks the power of Cooper's Byronic, 

melancholy Pilot or Melville's symbolic barbarian in broad

cloth, primarily because Churchill allowed his Jones to com

pare himself unfavorably with the "perfect" hero. Carvel. 

Churchill's Jones does not have "larger than life" stature, 

but through skillful use of facts and details from the oral 

tradition, such as dialectical speech, the author made his 

captain, and the common people in the novel out of whose 

ranks Jones had emerged, appealing on a human level. 

Richard Carvel seems valuable not only for its por

trayal of Jones but for its reflection of changes which were 

occurring in American literature at the turn of the century. 

In his 1914 Preface Churchill defended the "romance" in 

Richard Carvel, although he realized idealistic fiction 

60 
Agnes Reppelier, quoted in Titus, p. 50. 

-̂"-Titus, p. 42. 
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divorced from "real life" was outdated. The author stated, 

Richard Carvel must plead guilty, I suppose, to the 
gravest of all charges in these days—of being mid-
Victorian. . . . The only justification I can offer 
is that when I wrote it I did not know what mid-
Victor ianism meant. No psychology, no sociology or 
economics, no philosophy, no realism, idealism or 
pragmatism troubled my soul, or the souls of many 
of my fellow countrymen. [Churchill's statement is 
rather inaccurate regarding his countrymen, many 
of whom were quite troubled by their society's prob
lems] . . . . Patriotism was—patriotism. Arms and 
the man! Villains were villains, and not trusts. 
Religion was religion, and dwelt in amity beside 
enlightened self-interest. The course of true love, 
after much turning and twisting and tumbling, fell 
into the lake of marital bliss.^2 

Churchill felt his romance was valuable to his readers; as 

he said. 

There were those who found the world a bad place, 
who had their troubles. . . . Some of them wrote 
to me, and still write. They find Richard Carvel 
an escape: temporary, but still an escape. They 
like to think there is still some joy in the world, 
though they somehow have missed it, albeit that 
joy is only in a book of fiction. Well, strange 
as it may seem, I have known happy marriages in 
which the spark of love miraculously lived after 
the marriage ceremony. I would testify to this 
under oath. And only the other day^ in this 
twentieth century, I met a villain. 

While Churchill obviously valued his treatment of characters 

and events not affected by the harsher realities of life, 

his work, although occasionally sentimental, is not "romance 

64 . . . 
pure and simple, " as one critic described it. In Richard 

Richard Carvel, p. ix. 

Richard Carvel, p. x. 

64 
Van Doren, p. 220. 
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Carvel he depicted American values of the past, such as 

anti-materialism, which were applicable to the American 

present. Churchill escaped some of the more regrettable 

characteristics of the "genteel tradition;" as Larzer Ziff 

has pointed out, many writers at the end of the nineteenth 

century were involved in 

the business of idealizing daily actualities to make 
the American scene one with the court of Arthur and 
the Palestine of Jesus. . . . the business of 
elevating American landscape to a distinction equal 
to that of the Alps and the Nile—the business of 
decoration.^5 

Although he included a brief reference to Venus and Pandora 

in his description of the woman Carvel loved, Churchill 

realized that at the turn of the century, most Americans 

were more interested in present day life than in myth; as 

he stated in the Foreword to Richard Carvel, which described 

Carvel's decayed home, "no marble Cupids or tall Dianas fill 
66 

the niches in the staircase. . . . " Churchill turned, 

then, to realistic detail, particularly detail drawn from 

the oral tradition, to provide in Richard Carvel accurate 

and colorful pictures of life in revolutionary America, and 

of Jones. His novel seems most important for its demon

stration that, at the turn of the century, Americans and 

their literature had matured to the point that a hero from 

Larzer Ziff, The American 1890's: Life and Times 
of a Lost Generation (New York: Viking, 1966), p. 14. 

66 
Richard Carvel, p. viii. 
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the nation's past no longer had to be "larger than life," 

as Cooper and Melville had made Jones, or one-dimensional 

and uninteresting, as Jones was for Whitman, but could be 

portrayed as an intriguing human being. 

Too, Churchill's novel is significant in that it 

provided a unique service to John Paul Jones. After the 

publication of Richard Carvel interest in Jones was aroused, 

and inquiries began to be made by American journalists about 

67 

the location of the hero's grave. In 1905, Jones's re

mains were discovered in a Paris cemetery, where the naval 

captain, poor and alone at his death, had been buried in 

1792. Theodore Roosevelt, probably realizing the propaganda 

value of John Paul Jones to the United States Navy the presi

dent was attempting to expand, ordered four cruisers to 

speed to France and bring Jones "home." On the one-hundred-

fifty-eighth anniversary of his birth, the naval hero was 

returned to America, and was buried at the United States 

68 
Naval Academy in 1913. 

Titus, p. 35. 

^\orison, pp. 407-409. 



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

As this study of John Paul Jones in nineteenth-

century American literature has shown, very different images 

of America's first naval hero were created in the work of 

four important American authors. When Jones appeared in 

Cooper's The Pilot, he was a Byronic type; aloof, mysteri

ous, melancholy, passionate, and possessing extraordinary 

abilities, he truly was larger than life size, and hardly 

resembled the Scotsman of history. Cooper's Pilot seemed 

to grant appropriate nobility to the American cause and to 

the American navy for which he labored, and reflects the 

nationalism of Cooper and of many Americans in the early 

nineteenth century. Herman Melville, in contrast, used 

Jones not for nationalistic purposes but to symbolize a 

drive for power and success at any cost which he discerned 

in the America of his day. His Jones is a Satanic figure, 

a diabolical barbarian, sometimes similar to the hero of 

history but having exaggerated evil traits which make him, 

like the Pilot, achieve a stature beyond life size. The 

true hero of Melville's novel is not the dangerous Jones 

but an ordinary American, Israel Potter, whom Jones in

spires to commit violent acts. Like Melville, Whitman recog

nized the worth of ordinary Americans, whose language he 

included in his verses, but Whitman effectively relegated 

119 
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Jones to a secondary position by making him a one-dimensional 

figure who is overshadowed by the common seamen who serve 

him. Churchill granted Jones a more detailed portrait, but 

by depicting accurately the captain's idiosyncrasies as well 

as his more admirable traits, the author humanized Jones; 

the faultless "ordinary" American, Carvel, is the hero of 

Churchill's novel. 

Jones's various images reflect changes which occurred 

in American literature before 1900. As the nineteenth cen

tury progressed, certain American authors began to present 

in their work accurate pictures of America and its ordinary 

citizens, rather than romantic situations and settings re

moved from everyday life. With the emphasis on realistic 

detail there seemed to occur a gradual democratization of 

American literature, for larger-than-life heroes from the 

past, like Jones, began to yield their position in litera

ture to ordinary folk who also possessed noble attributes. 

It seems that during the 1800's Americans and their litera

ture matured to the point that in an 1899 historical romance 

a legendary American could be shown to have mundane foibles 

as well as admirable strengths, and an ordinary American 

could be presented as a noble hero. 

While this study of Jones can not provide any com

prehensive conclusions about hero types in American litera

ture of the nineteenth century, it does show that an analysis 

of a particular historical hero as he appears in various 
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literary works can be a useful technique for understanding 

authors and their culture. Too, the examination of Jones 

seems to demonstrate the value of four works often neglected 

in the twentieth century. While Cooper's The Pilot, Mel

ville's Israel Potter, and sections 35 and 36 of Whitman's 

"Song of Myself" are not these authors' most admirable 

creations, and while Churchill's Richard Carvel is almost 

unknown today, these works are impressive at least in the 

fact that each author clearly was responding to changes 

occurring in the society and in the literature of his day, 

and each presented an intriguing portrait of Jones, a com

plex personality who still seems to be regarded as one of 

America's greatest heroes. 
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