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ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON was born in Edinburgh in 1850. The son of a prosperous civil engineer, he was expected to follow the family profession but finally was allowed to study law at Edinburgh University. Stevenson reacted violently against the Presbyterian respectability of the city’s professional classes and this led to painful clashes with his parents. In his early twenties he became afflicted with a severe respiratory illness from which he was to suffer for the rest of his life. In 1879 he nearly killed himself traveling to California to marry Fanny Osbourne, an American ten years his senior. Together they continued his search for a climate kind to his fragile health, eventually settling in Samoa, where he died on 3 December 1894.

Stevenson’s Calvinistic upbringing gave him a preoccupation with predestination and a fascination with the presence of evil. In Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde he explores the darker side of the human psyche, and the character of the Master in The Master of Ballantrae (1889) was intended to be “all I know of the Devil.” Stevenson began his literary career as an essayist and travel writer, but the success of Treasure Island (1883) and Kidnapped (1886) established his reputation for tales of action and adventure. Kidnapped and its sequel Catriona (1893), The Master of Ballantrae, and stories such as “Thrawn Janet” and “The Merry Men” also reveal his knowledge and feeling for the Scottish cultural past. During the last years of his life Stevenson’s creative range developed considerably, and The Beach of Falesá brought to fiction the kind of scene now associated with Conrad and Maugham. At the time of his death Robert Louis Stevenson was working on The Weir of Hermiston, at once a romantic historical novel and a reworking of one of Stevenson’s own most distressing experiences, the conflict between father and son.
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INTRODUCTION

I

Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island is the quintessential British adventure story, and like so many such is aimed at a young and chiefly male readership. It belongs in part to the castaway tradition, commencing with Robinson Crusoe and continuing with The Swiss Family Robinson and Marryat’s Masterman Ready, all of which Stevenson read as a boy. But like other Stevenson tales, it was also inspired by the example and form of Sir Walter Scott’s historical romances, and contains as well characters obviously indebted to Charles Dickens, who had by midcentury replaced Scott as the popular author of the day.

But as for the specifics of influence, Stevenson sums up his own sense of the tradition of adventure and individual talent in his poem “To the Hesitating Purchaser,” with which Treasure Island opens, citing three predecessors in the genre: “Kingston, or Ballantyne the brave, / Or Cooper of the wood and wave.” W. H. G. Kingston, author of Peter the Whaler and other nautical adventure stories written for boys, has been pretty much forgotten save by scholars of children’s literature, while R. M. Ballantyne’s The Coral Island still has resonance, if only because it was parodied in William Golding’s Lord of the Flies.

But James Fenimore Cooper, the “American Scott” as he was called in his day, continues to be an author of considerable stature, celebrated for having created in the Leatherstocking Tales an epic of the frontier that inspired many imitators but no real competition. So famous are the historical romances in which his buckskin-clad hunter figures that most modern readers are unaware that Cooper wrote more stories of “the wave” than of “the wood,” anticipating the far greater romances of Herman Melville by drawing upon his own early career as a merchant sailor and officer in the U.S. Navy.

Of these The Pilot, written to correct errors of seamanship in Scott’s The Pirate and featuring John Paul Jones as the titular character; The Red Rover, a tale of pirate adventures with a captain who closely resembles Lord Byron; and The Sea Lions, about the hazards of hunting fur seals in the Antarctic, are perhaps the best, and certainly were read and admired in Stevenson’s own day. Indeed, as I hope to show, Stevenson adapted elements from The Sea Lions for Treasure Island, much as he admitted in a preface written in 1894 (and included here) to having borrowed, among other items, a palisade from Captain Marryat’s Masterman Ready, a skeleton from Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Gold-Bug,” and, most important, his opening episode from Washington Irving’s Tales of a Traveller.

I say “most important” not so much because of the extent of Stevenson’s indebtedness, which may be checked by comparing the opening pages of Treasure Island with Irving’s episode (included here in an appendix), but because it is a key to a metaphorical trunk packed—like the curious contents found in the sea chest of Billy Bones—with American materials. Much as an argument can be made, based on geographic location and subject matter, that Robinson Crusoe is the first American novel, so I hope to show that Stevenson’s tale of pirates and treasure is, in terms of setting and situations, at the very least an Anglo-American adventure story, indebted not only to Irving and Cooper but perhaps to Mark Twain as well, for as the example of Rudyard Kipling demonstrates, adventure fiction had become something of an international zone by the 1890s, a period when Great Britain and the United States reached an important point of diplomatic rapprochement.

Stevenson’s name is often coupled with that of Kipling, his younger contemporary who was equally famous as a writer of adventure stories about and for boys, and there are telling parallels in their lives. Anticipating Kipling, Stevenson traveled to America at a critical point in his career, made a transcontinental passage, lived briefly in the silver-mining regions of California, and while in the United States married an American woman. Kipling resided for a time with his bride in Vermont, and there wrote the boys’ book that was his attempt at an American novel, Captains Courageous, and though Stevenson’s career as a novelist did not begin until after he returned to Great Britain, his experiences in America seem to have left a lasting impression upon him.

In return, Stevenson is generally credited with inspiring a revival of the literary romance in the United States shortly after his death in 1894; the best portrait of the writer was painted by the American artist John Singer Sargent; perhaps the most familiar image of the writer as an invalid is a bas-relief in bronze executed by another American artist, Augustus Saint-Gaudens; and surely the most memorable illustrations associated with Stevenson’s romances are those by yet another American artist, N. C. Wyeth.

On the other hand, save for his brief American sojourn, the main outlines of Stevenson’s life and the subjects of his books were distinctly if on occasion idiosyncratically British—or, specifically, Scottish, Scotland being the place of his birth and boyhood. He was born in 1850 into a family of civil engineers, and was expected to continue in that tradition. He entered Edinburgh University in 1867 with the intention of studying engineering, an ambition thwarted by the ill health and consequent physical frailty that stayed with him from his childhood until his premature death, at forty-four. Stevenson then prepared himself for a career in law, but hated that profession, and instead began to foster the literary talent that had early manifested itself.

In effect, he turned his affliction into a profession, for while seldom mentioning his chronic sufferings from tuberculosis, he used his travels in pursuit of kindlier climates than Scotland’s as the basis for such books as An Inland Voyage (1878), about a trip by canoe through Belgium and France, and Travels with a Donkey in the Cevennes, published the following year. In 1879 he made his epochal voyage to America, traveling with a colorful boatload of immigrants to the United States, and taking a train with fellow emigrants to California. The journey was yet another pursuit of literary material, but Stevenson was also after Mrs. Fanny Osbourne, a woman some years his senior whom he had met while touring France, and whom he married soon after he arrived on the West Coast and immediately after her divorce.

The Stevensons returned in 1880 to Scotland, where Louis built on his early career as a travel writer by a series of personal and critical essays, written in a charming and graceful manner that resulted in a positive critical reception but a meager income. These were gathered together as Virginibus Puerisque (1881) and Familiar Studies of Men and Books (1882), and in 1882 as well this prolific young writer produced the volume New Arabian Nights, a tribute to one of the favorite books of his childhood.

Stevenson, it can be said, never quite shook off his early years, and courted what became a familiar association with boyhood, as can be seen by his “Gossip on Romance,” to which should be added his essay “Child’s Play.” In 1883 he published Silverado Squatters, recollections of his brief stay in California, and in that same year appeared Treasure Island, a proximity that was not, as we shall see, without meaning. Stevenson’s first novel was written for his young stepson, Lloyd Osbourne, and the story of pirates and a fabulous hoard of doubloons has ever since appealed to young readers of, as the phrase has it, all ages.

There then followed a collection of poems for young readers, A Child’s Garden of Verses (1884), and other books of adventure fiction, but after Treasure Island the most important of Stevenson’s novels, published in 1886, was The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, a psychological thriller that still rivals Treasure Island in interest, as in the earlier instance kept fresh by a sequence of motion pictures that often loosely adhere to the original plot. Stevenson continued to turn out romantic adventure stories, Kidnapped (1886) and The Black Arrow (1888) being the best-known examples, and more serious fiction, such as The Master of Ballantrae (1889).

He also wrote a handful of superb short stories, perhaps the most famous of which, “A Lodging for a Night,” is about the rascally French poet François Villon. This remarkable productivity is characteristic of writers plagued by tuberculosis, instanced by the example of Laurence Sterne in the eighteenth century and, perhaps more pertinently, by Stevenson’s younger contemporary Stephen Crane, one of many American authors whose work shows signs of his influence.

Continuing to travel in quest of a better climate, the Stevensons returned to America in 1887, and lived for a time in the Adirondacks before heading to California once again, whence they took ship for the South Pacific and Samoa, where Stevenson spent the last five years of his brief life. He died while writing The Weir of Hermiston, a brilliant fragment that many critics have regarded as evidence that the author was a novelistic genius who had at last broken free from a reputation as a writer for children, but alas too late. Certainly, at forty-four, had Stevenson been blessed with good health, he could have looked forward to at least another twenty years of creativity; but had he been so blessed, he undoubtedly would have been building roads, rail lines, and bridges, and not writing novels.

Indeed, his early death brought a suitable if tragic end to what many sorrowful readers regarded as a life no less romantic than the books he wrote, and hardly a decade passes without yet another biography that recites what are still mostly familiar facts. It was certainly fitting that a man who wrote both for boys and as a boy should die young, and though James Barrie had other sources of inspiration, we cannot doubt that the ghosts of Stevenson and his pirates hide in the darker shadows of Peter Pan, published on the tenth anniversary of his death.

Yet Stevenson’s Pan was hardly the merry airborne hermaphrodite we associate with Barrie’s play; rather, as in an essay he wrote on the subject, that “shaggy” wood god is associated by him not only with the freedom of the green world but with its terrors, “Pan” being the root word of panic. True, Barrie hinted that the frightful Captain Hook was Peter’s alter ego, the kind of man the anarchistic sprite would have grown up to become had he been allowed to grow up, but that connection is not openly acknowledged in the play, whereas Stevenson’s best-known stories for boys resonate with fearsome specters.

The best known of these is undoubtedly Blind Pew, that grotesquely cruel ogre who crawls out from the same dark shadows from which Dickens derived his own frightening human demons, such as Fagin and Monks in Oliver Twist, and who tap-taps his way into terrified imaginations as in one of the most memorable of Wyeth’s illustrations for Treasure Island. Stevenson may have credited his romances to daydreams, but much of the matter is the stuff of nightmare, and the gaunt, remorseless Pew is clearly a figuration of Death itself, much as it is the warrant for the murder of Billy Bones that he comes bearing with him to the Admiral Benbow Inn.

Pew is testimony that Stevenson could on occasion rival Dickens in the goblin market, but in Long John Silver he created one of the great originals in our literature. Whereas many of his literary characters were derived from romantic prototypes, Silver was inspired (as Stevenson acknowledged) by his friend the crippled poet and editor W. E. Henley, who overrode his own handicap with terrific personal energy and who was in his personal dealings often egregiously opportunistic and ethically ambivalent. Silver is a rascal so attractive in his makeup as to be the very personification of the amorality that Stevenson claimed for his adventure stories, being romances in which good and evil are much in evidence, with the former triumphing over the latter, but in which complex moral questions are seldom the main issue.

How else could the author allow Silver, that jovial hypocrite who protests loyalty to his employers even as he plots their destruction, a pirate-brigand for whom a crutch is a deadly weapon and who does not hesitate to murder in cold blood an honest sailor unwilling to join his dreadful scheme, how else, I say, could Stevenson allow such a man to gain his freedom, taking along both his beloved bird and a sack of gold coins, thereby ending his life in modest comfort in the loving arms of his mulatto wife?

Scott, to whom Stevenson owed an explicit debt, would have had none of that, and would have left Silver with the remnant of his pirate band on the island as a suitably Levitical fate of the kind the barrister author favored, or perhaps he would have abandoned him in the empty treasure pit, futilely clawing the sandy walls around him as his parrot, safe in a tree high above, cries out his litany to the empty air. Nor would Ballantyne, an evangelical Christian of the highest moral caliber, to say nothing of Cooper, for whom of fiction virtue was the root, have forgiven Silver his sins.

It is this amorality that lends especial interest to Treasure Island for adult readers, given that Stevenson wrote during a time when Victorianism was in full funereal flower, for his “lovable rascals,” as one friendly American critic wrote at the time, were a large part of the secret of his success. Silver hearkens back to Falstaff surely, and recalls as well more recent examples of attractive outlaws associated with the stories of Bret Harte. But Harte’s muse in this regard was Charles Dickens, and Stevenson’s pirate somewhat resembles the Artful Dodger, who like Long John Silver is allowed to escape the gallows by being deported to a very large island in the South Seas. None of this indebtedness detracts from Stevenson’s romance; indeed, it provides keys to his genius, as we shall see.

Stevenson was certainly good at what he did, which was to write stories of adventure that hold the reader to the very end; but having reached that termination, we look back and wonder what it was really all about, if anything, beyond considerable miching mallecho. Much as there is no moral lesson to be learned, other than the assertion of the traditional British value placed on physical courage in the face of psychic terrors, neither is there the subtextual matter so prized by modern readers, the sort of thing that makes Moby-Dick something more than a rattling good whaling yarn or Heart of Darkness greater than an adventuresome voyage up and back down the Congo River. Stevenson, it is widely admitted, was a great entertainer, and it was that reputation that caused his champions to mourn the promise of the unfinished Weir of Hermiston, which would have proved he was more than that.

But then there are far worse things to be remembered for than a gift for entertaining readers, and if Stevenson was no Henry James, well, James is on record as having observed wryly of Treasure Island that as a boy he had dreamt no dreams of finding pirate treasure, which suggests that though James had undoubtedly been a boy, he was not such a boy as Treasure Island was written for, nor a boy who having come into man’s estate could write such a book had he wanted to, that not being, as Cooper’s Leatherstocking would have observed, his “natur’.” Closer to the mark was Twain, who let Stevenson know how much he admired Treasure Island, and Stevenson in his turn declared that he admired Huckleberry Finn, a mutual admiration society that strengthened its bond by that flattery we call imitation.

But here again we have the troublesome issue of subsurface matter, of which Twain’s novel contains virtually as much as the river on which the heroes’ raft floats, and Huckleberry Finn is likewise hardly empty of moral considerations, for the boy’s conscience, though warped by society, is overridden by his inner conviction of pure and unabstract righteousness, which convinces him that his friendship with a slave means more than any laws written by men. And yet Twain’s greatest novel bears the telltale signs of Stevenson’s influence: among lovable rascals there is no more memorable pair than the phony Duke and Dauphin, the last of whom has a distinctly Falstaffian profile, and whose iron grip on Huck’s arm at a critical graveside moment suggests as well Long John Silver’s possessive hold on Jim Hawkins.

But then Treasure Island seems in its turn to borrow from Tom Sawyer, the famous scene in which Jim crouches in the apple barrel being reminiscent of the moment when Tom and Huck, hiding upstairs in the haunted house, witness Injun Joe’s discovery of the treasure the two boys have been seeking, and are very nearly discovered by Joe’s accomplice. Nor is Joe as a fearsome specter, whether murdering the doctor in the graveyard scene or glimpsed holding a candle by Tom in a near-fatal meeting in the cave, too far distant from the same Dickensian influence that inspired Blind Pew. Finally, like The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, the adventures of Jim Hawkins are abstracted from boyhood games, much as Stevenson himself observed in “Child’s Play” that the “well-spring of romance” was the ancient ritual of childhood called “hide-and-seek,” in which (we might add) the basis for Scott’s famous trinitarian formula of pursuit-capture-escape may be found.

We must, however, be careful not to insist on these correspondences as matters of specific indebtedness, and though the apple-barrel episode certainly resembles the situation in the haunted house in Tom Sawyer, it has another and much more likely source. Virtually on his deathbed, Stevenson wrote a family memoir, chiefly about his grandfather and namesake, Robert Stevenson, a civil engineer famous for having built lighthouses under the most dangerous conditions. In passing, the author described a sailor named Soutar, who worked for his grandfather as captain of the cutter in which the elder Stevenson surveyed the Scottish coast. Though “active, admirably skilled in his trade, and a man incapable of fear,” Soutar was a notorious hypocrite, “courting” his employer shamelessly:

He used to come down daily after dinner for a glass of port or whisky, often in his full rig of sou’-wester, oilskins, and long boots; and I have often heard it described how insinuatingly he carried himself on these appearances, artfully combining the extreme of deference with a blunt and seamanlike demeanour. My father and uncles, with the devilish penetration of the boy, were far from being deceived, and my father indeed, was favoured with an object-lesson not to be mistaken. He had crept one rainy night into an apple-barrel on deck, and from this place of ambush overheard Soutar and a comrade conversing in their oilskins. The smooth sycophant of the cabin had wholly disappeared, and the boy listened with wonder to a vulgar and truculent ruffian.

Who can doubt that here is the original not only of the apple-barrel incident but of Long John Silver’s character as well? Stevenson ends his anecdote by telling how as a boy he had himself met the old sailor in full hypocritical fig, and that “he abounded in the praises of my grandfather, encouraged me (in the most admirable manner) to pursue his footprints, and left impressed for ever on my memory the image of his own Bardolphian nose. He died not long after.” None of this rules out the inspiration derived from Stevenson’s friend Henley, nor does it mean that the apple-barrel episode was not in part influenced by the similar incident in Tom Sawyer, but it does suggest that we need to be careful in compiling sources, aside from those instances the author himself admitted to.

And yet it is his use of American material, I think, that provides Stevenson’s tale with considerably more complexity than it has been given credit for, even the kind that ends with a question we can go on forever attempting to answer, and which I intend to spend the following section asking. Simply put, Why is a tale of adventure that is so palpably British in character and situation not only derived from a number of American stories and novels, but given a setting that can be nothing but American, indeed quintessentially so? But that is simply put; what follows is an extended diagram of the complex ways in which Stevenson wove together a romantic fabric from materials derived from American stories and scenes.

II

If, as Hemingway famously declared, modern American literature begins with a novel by Mark Twain, then nineteenth-century American literature begins with the writings of Washington Irving, especially The Sketch Book, but also a number of humorous stories written immediately after that collection first appeared. That Stevenson was familiar with Irving’s writing is testified to by his admitted indebtedness to Tales of a Traveller. Although not generally considered one of Irving’s most successful works, this collection does include the well-known ghost story “The Devil and Tom Walker” among the tales randomly gathered in the concluding section, called “The Money-Diggers,” as well as the description of the bullying old pirate that was the inspiration for Billy Bones. Since Treasure Island starts with that episode, then it too may be said to have begun with Washington Irving. But the American connection, as I have already suggested, is strengthened by Cooper’s The Sea Lions, and Cooper was not only Irving’s contemporary, but is an acknowledged giant of American literature, having successfully translated Scott’s romance formulas to the landscape of the rapidly expanding United States.

The plot of The Sea Lions is not familiar to most readers, so I begin with a brief synopsis of the opening chapters, which contain those elements that seem to have caught Stevenson’s presumably youthful attention. The story begins in Oyster Pond, near Sag Harbor, a Yankee stronghold on Long Island, and centers on a courageous young sea captain, Roswell Gardiner, and his pious sweetheart, Mary Pratt, who is niece and ward of her greedy old uncle, Deacon Pratt, a compound of the nastiest characteristics that New Yorkers such as Cooper associated with the latter-day Puritan character. Following one of those interminable first chapters by means of which Cooper establishes his detailed settings, the story begins with the arrival at Oyster Pond of “a worn-out and battered seaman,” a native of Martha’s Vineyard named Tom Daggett, en route from the West Indies to his birthplace.

Elderly, ill, and without friends, Daggett is also without apparent means, though like Billy Bones and Irving’s pirate he carries with him “a substantial sea-chest,” which, “from its appearance, had made almost as many voyages as its owner.” While waiting for chance transportation to the Vineyard, Daggett (like Bones) takes up residence with a widow, and pays her for his lodging with various articles scavenged from his massive chest: a sailmaker’s needles and protective leather “palm,” a fid, seashells salvaged from tropical beaches, and a carved whale’s tooth. Captain Gardiner is charged with selling Daggett’s property, piece by piece, in Sag Harbor, and Gardiner’s aid in fetching a doctor is also enlisted when it becomes apparent that the old sailor’s health is failing fast.

But in the meantime a conversation between Daggett and the greedy Deacon reveals that the dying sailor has in his chest a chart and a journal that pinpoint the location of certain unknown islands near the Antarctic Circle where an abundance of fur-bearing seals (sea lions) can be found. Unaware that he is close to death, Daggett refuses to give up the chart and journal, having sworn a mutual oath with a band of other sailors not to reveal the location of the islands until 1820, a date still a year away. He is willing, however, to ship on the Deacon’s newly built sloop, the Sea-Lion, and to direct Captain Gardiner to the place where the seals may be found. Also mentioned is a “key,” a tiny island in the West Indies, where a treasure is buried, a chart of which is also kept in the locked sea chest. Daggett is supposed to have been given this information by a pirate with whom he briefly shared a jail cell before being cleared of any complicity with the brigand, who was subsequently hanged.

The Deacon attempts to wheedle at least a glance at the chart and journal, but Daggett sticks by his oath, claiming that it “was none of your custom-house oaths, of which a chap might take a dozen of a morning, and all should be false; but it was an oath that put a seaman on his honor, since it was a good-fellowship affair, all round.” Though the Deacon is interested in the potential profits from a successful voyage after seal pelts, his avarice is chiefly aroused by the prospect of securing the pirate treasure. Daggett plays on this greed, using language anticipating that of Stevenson’s rascally sea dogs: “Ay, ay, sir, gold is gold; and any of it good enough for me, though doubloons is my favorites. When a fellow has got half-a-dozen doubloons alongside of his ribs, he can look the landlord full in the eye; and no one thinks of saying to sich as he, ‘It’s time to think of shipping ag’in.’”

Neither the Deacon nor Daggett has an idea how close the old sailor is to death, until the doctor fetched by Roswell Gardiner announces, “This poor man … [is] in the last stages of a decline … and medicine can do him no good. He may live a month; though it would not surprise me to hear of his death in an hour.” A firm opinion expressed “coolly,” it looks forward to Dr. Livesey’s diagnosis of Billy Bones’s condition. Unlike Bones, Daggett dies a peaceful death, but not before repeating his description of the islands where a great wealth of seal pelts may be harvested, further arousing the Deacon’s cupidity but without revealing the islands’ exact latitude and longitude. No sooner has he learned of Daggett’s death than the Deacon has the sailor’s chest removed to his own-house, where at the first opportunity he pillages it of the “two old, dirty, and ragged charts.” After transferring the valuable information regarding latitude and longitude to a memorandum book, he scratches off the data from the original charts, returns them to the chest, and records the information on charts of his own. The rest of the sea romance concerns the efforts of Captain Gardiner to locate both the seals and the treasure, and need not concern us here, though there are other, minor points of tangency with Treasure Island.

It should be noted that The Sea Lions as a maritime romance is of interest today chiefly to historians of the genre, while Treasure Island remains a classic of its kind. Indeed, what is of interest to us here is less the similarities than the differences between Cooper’s use of an old sailor’s chest and Stevenson’s. Daggett is a garrulous but peaceable man, a plain sailor not a pirate, who has come by his valuable information honestly; but in emulating Deacon Pratt by transferring the critical contents of Daggett’s chest to the mysterious one owned by the bona fide pirate in Irving’s sketch, Stevenson began his story with some very skillful and imaginative pilfering of his own.

Again, that Stevenson seems to have borrowed from Cooper’s romance, as well as from Irving and Marryat, is important chiefly because of what he did with the elements he appropriated for his own romance. That is to say, the parallels are of interest as a key to Stevenson’s genius, witnessed by his skill at recombining elements from what are generally conceded to be lesser works of Irving and Cooper into one of the most entertaining novels of all time. For example, in translating the contents of Thomas Daggett’s chest into those found in Billy Bones’s, which includes the selfsame “West Indian shells,” it is typical of Stevenson that he has Jim wonder “why he should have carried about these shells with him in his wandering, guilty, and hunted life.” The speculation was presumably inspired by Cooper’s inclusion of them among much more mundane objects, but neither Cooper nor his hero makes any similar remarks. Similarly, Jim finds “some thread and big needles” in the dead man’s pocket, along with a “thimble,” more easily understood by youthful (or most) readers than the leather “palm” in Cooper’s inventory but associated with mending clothes, not sails.

We need not dismiss Stevenson’s crediting the contents of Billy Bones’s chest to his father, for to the slim inventory of Daggett’s property are added a number of other items suggesting Bones’s successful piratical career, including compasses, a quadrant, and “two brace of very handsome pistols,” along with bars of silver and the sack of gold coins buried deep in the chest. This last not only hints at treasure but provides a typical touch of transforming genius: For surely one of the great moments in the story is the stubborn and painstaking effort that Jim’s mother makes in counting out from the bewildering assortment of coins the exact sum due her, a meticulous rendering that she insists on continuing even as the “tap-tapping” of Blind Pew’s cane is heard outside. And when in terror she gives up the count and flees, it is in lieu of the balance as yet unreckoned that Jim seizes the fabulous oilskin packet which will turn out to be the most valuable item in the chest by far, the very thing sought by Pew and his men, and equivalent to the charts found among Daggett’s belongings.

As for Stevenson’s other, acknowledged borrowings, such as the parrot from Robinson Crusoe, the stockade from Marryat, and the pointing skeleton from Poe’s “The Gold-Bug,” these are perhaps best regarded as tributes to authors Stevenson admired. To them we can add the device of Ben Gunn’s ghostly singing to terrify the superstitious pirates, taken most likely from Crusoe’s use of Friday to bewilder the mutineers who have landed on his island, or from Prospero’s equivalent use of Ariel in The Tempest. They are of a class with the parallel between Jim’s receiving valuable information while hiding in the apple barrel and the episode in the haunted house in Tom Sawyer, which brings closure by the way to the boy hero’s own search for buried treasure, the “rules” for which are also borrowed from Poe’s “The Gold-Bug.”

And so it goes, that joint interweaving between texts that is not only essential to the notion of genre but suggests the larger kinship, the DNA as it were, that joins the various members of the great family of adventure fiction in one common blood bond. Thus the diminished treasure that provides an ironic ending to Cooper’s novel becomes the empty pit that turns the plot in Stevenson’s book which in turn was borrowed by Edgar Rice Burroughs for a decisive moment in Tarzan, as his wild man of the African jungle plays the same trick on pirates that Ben Gunn, the wild man of Treasure Island, plays on Long John Silver. The world of literature is assuredly very large, but it is also very small, much as Stevenson takes us from England to his tropical island in a bound, even while, with Cooper, leaving out the exact longitude and latitude of that place where much of Flint’s treasure still remains, left behind with the remnant pirates when the Hispaniola heads for home.

III

There is, it should perhaps be said, a real Hispaniola, the name Columbus gave the island now containing the Dominican Republic and Haiti, and in whose waters a sunken Spanish galleon was discovered by a legendary Puritan governor-adventurer, William Phips, who recovered a fortune from the wreck and left some treasure behind for others to claim. The story was told by Cotton Mather in his great book of marvels, Magnolia Christi Americana, in which Phips plays a significant role as the embodiment of the energy and initiative of the emerging Yankee, who would be epitomized by Benjamin Franklin.

Stevenson, who detested Ben Franklin, the most enterprising Yankee of them all, probably did not read Mather’s ponderous tome. But the story of Phips and Hispaniola was famous enough, and gave further validity to Stevenson’s romance, enhancing as it did the association of Caribbean islands with the fabulous gold fleets that carried back home to Spain the treasures that had been literally wrung out of the native populations of Central and South America. For surely the island to which Stevenson takes us with seven-league boots is one of the West Indies, like the “key” on the map Thomas Daggett drew from information given him by the pirate condemned to hang.

But where, exactly, is Treasure Island? I often direct this question to my students, who look at me as though I am asking them the location of the Brooklyn Bridge, the answer seems so obvious: It must be, once again, somewhere in the Caribbean. But then I call their attention to certain matters of flora and fauna, which inform the careful reader that Treasure Island cannot possibly be located in the Caribbean; instead, like the island made famous by the original of Robinson Crusoe, Alexander Selkirk (that half-crazy maroon who is the most likely model for Ben Gunn), it lies on the Pacific side of the American continent.

The island is covered with live oaks, for one thing, and Jim hears the warning buzz of rattlesnakes, and live oaks and rattlesnakes are not native to the Caribbean. We hear of malarial swamps, not unusual in Caribbean islands, but hardly found in company with giant “pine-trees” and, most important of all, those even larger conifers, three of which provide prominent landmarks on the island and clues to the location of the treasure pit:

The first of the tall trees was reached, and by the bearing, proved the wrong one. So with the second. The third rose nearly two hundred feet into the air above a clump of underwood; a giant of a vegetable, with a red column as big as a cottage, and a wide shadow around in which a company could have manœuvred. It was conspicuous far to sea both on the east and west, and might have been entered as a sailing mark upon the chart.

This last is without doubt a redwood tree, and though as a late president of the United States and former governor of California announced, to have seen one redwood is to have seen them all, to see one you must travel to California. Stevenson’s Treasure Island, like the one located in San Francisco Bay that was once the site of a world’s fair, is as Californian as the Golden Gate itself. It has to be; it cannot be otherwise. And that is a very American fact, is it not? Yes, Stevenson found his island where he found his bride-to-be, having pursued her across the great American continent, in California, specifically Monterey, on whose rocky shores sea lions as off Treasure Island play.

This is always news to my students, but it is not to Stevenson specialists, for some years ago there appeared Harold Francis Watson’s Coasts of Treasure Island. This idiosyncratic ramble is devoted to the literary background, chiefly maritime, of Stevenson’s romance, but Watson does give considerable space to a discussion of the California connection. He quotes a letter in which Stevenson admitted that the scenery in Treasure Island is “Californian in part,” and then goes on to attribute that scenery to Stevenson’s brief sojourn in Silverado, which inspired “the strangely shaped hills, tall pines, live oaks, fog, bright sunshine, changing vistas, poisonous green, sandy slopes, rattle-snakes, and chirping insects of Treasure Island” (160).

Watson for whatever reasons scants Monterey, but then so did Stevenson, who, having been reunited there with Fanny Osbourne, who was in the process of detaching herself from her first husband, was not unhappy to leave a spot famous for its fogs, unhealthy for tubercular persons such as himself. In Stevenson’s account of Monterey in Across the Plains, he is very short in his description of the place, chiefly remarkable for always being within hearing of “the haunting presence of the ocean,” yet the following bit of landscape description hints at what was to follow: “Inshore, a tract of sand-hills borders on the beach. Here and there a lagoon, more or less brackish, attracts the birds and hunters. A rough, spotty undergrowth partially conceals the sand. The crouching, hardy, live-oaks flourish singly or in thickets—the kind of wood for murderers to crawl among—and here and there the skirts of the forest extend downward from the hills with a floor of turf and long aisles of pine-trees hung with Spaniard’s Beard” [italics added].

As his “Gossip on Romance” indicates, Stevenson identified the genre with the power over his imagination of place, most often buildings with an ominous Gothic outline or setting, associated with historical dark doings or regarded as potential stage sets for same. Indeed, character seems always to have been secondary with him, and save for Long John Silver and a few others, most of his fictional people are one-dimensional whereas his settings are modeled in three. Jim Hawkins tells us he will never forget his first sight of Treasure Island, and that he hated it from the start:

Perhaps … it was the look of the island, with its grey, melancholy woods, and wild stone spires, and the surf that we could both see and hear foaming and thundering on the steep beach—at least, although the sun shone bright and hot, and the shore birds were fishing and crying all around us, and you would have thought any one would have been glad to get to land after being so long at sea, my heart sank, as the saying is, into my boots; and from that first look onward, I hated the very thought of Treasure Island.

Stevenson even drew a map of Treasure Island so as to render it all the more vivid (a map that has been compared to the outline of the Monterey Peninsula), and it is frequently (as here) printed with the book itself. There, the murderers Stevenson imagined crawling through the manzanita and live-oak undergrowth became real (at least to his and our imaginations), John Silver and his cutthroats being an omnipresent threat far greater than the rattlesnakes that, having been described, disappear from the scene.

We need not quarrel with Watson and dismiss the Silverado experience; indeed, the association of Treasure Island with gold and silver reinforces that as well as another California connection. Starting in 1849, the year before Stevenson was born, California was a place known in the eastern states and much of the rest of the world for its great quantities of gold, promising sudden and untold wealth for those lucky enough to find it. In 1872, seven years before Stevenson made his own trip west, Mark Twain published Roughing It—a book that Thomas Stevenson found so funny he thought the author should be condemned—which told not only of the great silver bonanza in Nevada but of the gold that could still be panned in California.

But we need to add to this the plain fact that Stevenson had never traveled to the Caribbean, apparently had no idea of the physical appearance of the islands there, and had perhaps in casual desperation substituted his memories of California. This was, after all, intended to be a book for boy readers, who are not critical about such matters, like the nutmeg trees with which Stevenson also furnishes his island, which are found in the East not the West Indies. Then too, it was his favorite author, Ballantyne, who provided his boy heroes sustenance by means of coconuts the size of baseballs, confusing what was sold by grocers with the much larger husk that contains the inner nut.

And, once again, Stevenson had before him the example of Tom Sawyer, which while given a setting the author clearly recalled from his youth, including a cave that was very real despite its highly romantic literary associations, was plainly preposterous as a realistic account of boyhood in Missouri circa 1845.
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