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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

James Fenimore Cooper composed some thirty-two nov

els during his lifetime, beginning in 1820 with Precaution 

and ending with The V/ays of the Hour which was published 

in I85O, the year before his death. For a writer of such 

prolificacy. Cooper's entrance into the world of creative 

fiction was quite unusual and has provided details for a 

story that has been told again and again. Laying dov/n an 

English novel which he v/as reading to his wife, Cooper 

announced, "I could write you a better book than that my

self."-̂  Egged on by this "self-imposed challenge" he v\rrote 

Precaution, and, while it is doubtful that he did v\rrite a 

"better book," his literary career was launched. Several 

years later in a conversation with a friend, the merits of 

Scott's The Pirate came under discussion. The friend was 

impressed with Scott's knowledge of the sea; ex-seaman 

Cooper was not, and once again he was moved to declare that 

he could write a "better book" or at least a more realistic 

one: 

ICeorge E. Hastings, "How Cooper Became a Novelist," 
American Literature. XII (March, 1940), p. 20. 

Robert E. Spiller, Fenimore Cooper: Critic of His 
Times (New York: Minton, Balch, 1931), p. 73. 
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It would have been hypercritical to object to the 
Pirate, that it was not strictly nautical, or true 
in its details; but, when the reverse was urged as 
a proof of what, considering the character of other 
portions of the work, would have been most extra
ordinary attainments, it was a sort of provocation 
to dispute the seamanship of the Pirate, a quality 
to which the book has certainly very little just 
pretension. The results of this conversation was a 
sudden determination to produce a work which, if 
it had not other merit, might present truer pic
tures of the ocean and the ships than any that 
are to be found in the Pirate.^ 

The novel that was born of Cooper's determination to im

prove on Scott was The Pilot which was published in 1824. 

It ultimately became the first of eleven sea novels penned 

by Cooper during his literary career. Its popular appeal 

surprised Cooper, for he thought the novel would have only 

limited appeal at best. But The Pilot was more than just 

a successful attempt to surpass Scott's sea adventure, for, 

as Carl Van Doren remarks, Cooper had created a new fic

tional genre: 

Not only did he outdo Scott in sheer accuracy, but 
he created a new literary type, the tale of ad
venture on the sea, in which, though he was to 
have many followers in almost every modern lan
guage, he has not been seriously surpassed for 
vigor and swift rush of narrative.*•• 

^James Fenimore Cooper, The Pilot (New York: W. A, 
Townsend, 1^59), P» viii. 

^Carl Van Doren, The American Novel (New York: 
Macmillan, 1940), p. 27. 
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Cooper's success in creating a new type of fiction can be 

traced to two innovations which he introduced in The Pilot 

and which he continued to use in his later works: he used 

the sea as a setting for action to a far greater extent 

than anyone had ever done before, and he depicted life on 

the high seas as realistically and as vividly as possible. 

Setting the action of sea stories on the sea was a totally 

new device in this particular area of fiction. Cooper's 

three best-knovm predecessors, Defoe, Smollett and Scott, 

had made very slight use of the sea in their nautical nov

els. In Defoe's Captain Singleton only 22^ of the novel's 

action is set at sea and only k.% of the novel is devoted 

to descriptions of shipboard life.^ In Smollett's Roderick 

Random 16.9^ of the novel's action is set at sea and 14.7^ 

is description of shipboard life.^ In Scott's The Pirate 

only i+fo of the action takes place at sea and just 3% of the 

novel portrays life on board ship.'̂  In contrast, 99^ of 

Cooper's Homeward Bound is set at sea and 58^ of the novel 

is devoted to descriptions of shipboard life.° As V/arren S. 

Walker has noted, the chief difference between Cooper and 

^Warren S. Walker, James Fenimore Cooper; An Intro
duction and Interpretation (New York: Barnes and Noble, 
1962), p. 68. 

^Walker, p. 68. 

'̂ V/alker, p. 68. 

talker, p. 68. 
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his most important predecessor, Smollett, is that "the sea 

was only the pathway t^ adventure with Smollett, not the 

pathway of adventure."^ In all eleven of Cooper's sea 

novels the high points of the action are reached on board 

ships sailing the high seas. And in each of the novels 

Cooper scrupulously adheres to his policy of depicting 

maritime life realistically and correctly. As Cooper 

stated in his Second Preface, his intention in writing The 

Pilot was "to illustrate vessels and the ocean, rather than 

to draw any pictures of sentiment and love." To assure 

himself that his seamanship was accurate. Cooper subjected 

The Pilot to a rather unusual test: 

While "The Pilot" was passing through the press 
Cooper . . . selected a former shipmate as a 
critic, and read a few chapters to him . . . 
\'Jhen he came to the beating out from the "Devil's 
Grip," his auditor became restless, rose from 
his seat, and paced the floor with feverish 
strides. There was no mistaking the impression, 
for not a detail escaped him. "It is all very 
well, my fine fellow, but you have let your jib 
stan(i too long." . . . But Cooper, fully satis
fied with the experiment, accepted the criticism 
and blew his jib out of the bolt-ropes.11 

^Walker, p. 25. 

•̂ *-̂ Cooper, p. X. 

I-'-James Grant Wilson, Bryant and His Friends (New 
York: Fords, Howard and Hulbert, 1886), p. 233. 
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Cooper's high regard for "precision and authenticity" is 

found in all his sea novels.^^ Brander Matthews remarks 

that "Cooper's ships live, so Admiral I^han has informed 

us; 'they are handled as ships then were, and act as ships 

still would act under the circumstances I' "̂ -̂  Alfred 

Stanford notes that "to one who has sailed the Sound," the 

chase and pursuit scenes from The Water-Witch (I83I), 

"have an accuracy that approaches the pages of the Atlantic 

Coast Pilot."^^ "What Cooper writes," says Stanford, "is 

indisputably real to him," for he has "the gift of all 

born seamen geographic sympathy."^ Thomas Philbrick 

points out that throughout Cooper's life he took pride in 

"regarding himself as a professional seaman," and he be

lieved that he was obligated as a seaman "to preserve the 

strictest accuracy in all matters involving nautical tech

nicalities."-^^ H. T. Tuckerman, noted journalist and 

critic of Cooper's time, remarks of Cooper's works that 

"on the whole . . . a conscientious regard to the facts of 

-'-̂ Thomas Philbrick, James Fenimore Cooper and the 
Development of American Sea~Fiction (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, I960), p. 52. 

-"-•̂ Brander Matthews, Gateways to Literature (New 
York; Scribner's, 1912), p. 265. 

•̂ Âlfred Stanford, "Cooper," American Writers on 
American Literature, ed. John Macy (New York: Tudor, 1934), 
p. 74. 

^^Stanford, p. 74. 

^^Philbrick, p. 52. 
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scenery, history, and character will appear."-^' Tuckerman 

considers this "studious fidelity" to be quite remarkable 

in a man of such "active tendency. ""̂ ° In I83O John Green-

leaf V.hittier praised Cooper for "copying direct from nature 

in his delineations of nautical character. . . ."1" And in 

1831, 0. \'J, B. Peabody complimented Cooper on his realistic 

approach to nautical fiction: 

The ever-changing aspects of ocean, winds and sky, 
the v/ild excitement and hurry of the combat, 
the terrors of the storm, the still deeper 

terrors of the desperate passage through narrow 
channel, which despair only would attempt, and 
nothing but perfect skill could accomplish, 

all that a sailor sees, dares, and suffers, 
are as familiar to him^-as the scenery of the haunts 
of childhood is to us. ̂  

James Grossman, the twentieth-century critic, pays Cooper's 

realism a somewhat back-handed tribute 

Sensible people who like to understand what they 
are reading have never enjoyed the sea tale, but 
its unintelligibility is one of its charms. Lost 
somewhere betv/een the knight-heads and the taffrail. 

-̂ '̂ H. T. Tuckerman, "James Fenimore Cooper," North 
American Review. LXXXIX (Oct., 1859), p. 27. 

•^^Tuckerman, p. 27. 

•̂ Ĵohn Greenleaf V/hittier, Whittier on Writers and 
V.-riting: The Uncollected Critical V/ritings of John 
Greenleaf V/hittier. ed. E. H. Cady and H. H. Clark 
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1950), p. 26. 

2*̂ 0. W. B. Peabody, "The Water-Witch." North 
American Review. XXXII (April, 1831), p. 516. 



the unaided reader somehow makes out, as in a 
masterpiece in a foreign language dimly under
stood, the beautiful broad outlines of naval war
fare or the ship's struggle with the storms.^1 

Alfred Stanford, on the other hand, fully appreciated 

Cooper's insistence on the use of precise nautical termi

nology: 

Cooper recognized clearly that unfamiliar sea 
terms in themselves might bore even the most 
patient reader. Yet he felt, be the terms famil
iar or not, they must be used precisely as they 
v/ould be at sea . . . If this integrity of lan
guage and integrity of subject were completely 
preserved and passed along without apology, the 
reader would see and feel what the writer saw 
and felt.'̂ '̂  

And what the reader would see and feel would be the world 

of the seaman: 

Just as one sees much more blue water in his 
[Cooper's] works than v/as visible in earlier 
stories, so one encounters ships in greater num
bers and in more diverse shapes. . . . Once aboard 
his ships, the reader moves the capstans, reefs 
the sails, and ducks as the boom swings past on 
every nev/ reach; he sees, hears, feels, and oc
casionally even smells the same things that crew 
and passengers do. The net result is a dimen
sion of v/hich Smollett was incapable and Scott 
quite ignorant.^^ 

•'•James Grossman, James Fenimore Cooper (New York; 
Sloane, 1949), p. 37. 

^^Stanford, p. 73. 

^^Walker, pp. 72-73. 
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But for all the praise Cooper has received for his realism, 

in both his own time and in modern times, the highly re

garded Edinburgh Review in 1829 found fault with Cooper's 

realistic portrayals, saying that he mistook "the province 

of the artist for that of the historian. . . ."^^ This 

estimate, although certainly a minority view in its in

tention, is literally correct, for Cooper was not only a 

creator of nautical fiction, he was also a naval historian. 

In addition to numerous articles and essays, his most im

portant contributions to naval history were his two-volume 

v/ork The History of the Navy of the United States, pub

lished in 1839, and his Lives of Distinguished American 

Naval Officers. published in I846. Cooper had worked on 

his naval history for a dozen or so years and when it was 

finally published he expected it to be accepted for what 

it was, a history. But this was not to be the case. 

Cooper's account of the Battle of Lake Erie and Perry's 

role in it varied considerably from traditional accounts, 

and the History and its author were soon made the subjects 

of attack in several newspapers and magazines, particularly 

in the New York Commercial Advertiser.^ Cooper initiated 

a suit for libel against the publisher of the Advertiser. 

'^^Anonymous Reviev/ of Channing's Sermons and Tracts. 
Edinburgh Review. L(l829), p. 128. 

^Henry W. Boynton, James Fenimore Cooper (New York; 
Century, 1931;, pp. 307-309. 



and, when it came to trial, elected to act as his own 
2^ 

counsel.^° H. T. Tuckerman v/as present at the hearings 

and his report vividly illustrates Cooper's passion for 

accuracy and his confidence in his ovm facts, character

istics which are manifested in his fiction as well as his 

nonfiction: 

Almost alone in his opinion . . . he stood col
lected, dignified, uncompromising; examined wit
nesses, quoted authorities, argued nautical and 
naval precedents with a force and facility that 
v/ould have done credit to an experienced bar
rister. On the one hand, his speech was a re
markable exhibition of self-esteem, and on the 
other, a most interesting professional argument; 
for when he described the battle, and illustrated 
his views by diagrams, it was like a chapter in 
one of his own sea-stories, so minute, graphic, 
and spirited was the picture he drew. tl' 

So convincing were his arguments, in fact, that Cooper 

v/on his suit handily; his reputation for historical ac

curacy remained unblemished; and his History became the 

definitive work in its field and remained so until the 

twentieth century.^° 

Cooper came by his knowledge of the sea honestly and 

at an early age. He was just seventeen when he signed 

aboard the merchant ship Stirling as a foremast hand. The 

Stirling left New York in 1806 for a year's voyage to 

^^Boynton, p. 310. 

^"^Tuckerman, pp. 26-27. 

^^Walker, p. 84. 
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Britain and the I-'editerranean. During this time Cooper 

experienced "all the discipline of rough weather and the 

desperate physical exertion, without a quiver."^9 in ad

dition to learning the duties of a hand before the mast. 

Cooper witnessed some of the hazards of maritime life v/hich 

he never forgot. He saw shipmates impressed into service 

by the British Navy; in the Bay of Biscay the Stirling 

was chased and fired upon by a piratical felucca; and off 

Cape Trafalgar she narrowly missed a collision with a two-

decker.-^^ Young Cooper returned from the voyage a seasoned 

sailor, and "from that moment the sea was Cooper's as much 

as the land."^l Early in 1808 he was commissioned a mid

shipman in the navy and assigned to duty aboard the gun

boat Vesuvius. but his sea duty did not last long, for 

late in 1808 he was assigned to duty under a Lieutenant 

Woolsey, at Oswego, under orders to aid in the development 

of a fresh-water navy.-̂ ^ The duty was not particularly to 

Cooper's liking, but he and Woolsey began a friendship 

v/hich was to endure for the rest of their lives.^^ The 

summer of 1809 Cooper spent on Lake Champlain in charge of 

^^Boynton 

^^Boynton 

31 ^Boynton 

-^Boynton 

-̂ -̂ Boynton 

p. 34. 

pp. 34-40. 

p. 43. 

pp. 45-46. 

p. 49. 
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a group of gunboats. The following fall he returned to 

sea duty aboard the V/asp v/hich v/as commanded by Captain 

Lav/rence, v/ho v/as the son of a friend of Cooper's father.^^ 

On board the V/asp Cooper met V/illiam Shubrick for the first 

time. The two became life-long friends and Cooper later 

dedicated The Pilot to Shubrick. In 1810 Cooper was 

granted a year's furlough to take care of pressing family 

matters caused by the death of his father and this marked 

the end of his naval career. In January, 1811, he married 

Kiss Susan De Lancey of New York, and in May of that year 

he resigned from the navy. Though he was formally sepa

rated from the service, Cooper retained close ties with 

the navy during the remainder of his life, as Thomas 

Philbrick has noted: 

His naval service stimulated that interest in 
the maritime past of his country that was to cul
minate in the writing of his History of the Navy; 
it began friendships v/ith officers in the navy 
that were to sustain his concern with nautical 
affairs throughout his lifetime; and, most im
portant , it allowed him to experience the glamour 
of naval service v/ithout undergoing the dis
illusionment of combat.35 

From time to time after he left the service, his former 

shipmates who had become ranking officers in the navy in

vited him on cruises aboard American warships. One 

3^Boynton, p. 52. 

35philbrick, p. 42. 
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particular cruise took place in 1842 on the U.S.S. Mace

donian at the invitation of Commodore Shubrick.^^ Through

out his life, both at home and abroad. Cooper managed to 

stay close to v/ater. He kept a yawl on Lake Otsego near 

his home; and while visiting in Switzerland he rented a 

sailboat on Lake Geneva.37 in Italy after a bout with 

fever, he rented a felucca and crew and took a week's 

cruise along the Italian coast.3° For several years he 

ovmed two-thirds interest in a whaling vessel named the 

Union, even though the venture turned out to be more of an 

expensive hobby than a profitable business investment.39 

The Union made several whaling voyages, but whenever she 

docked at her home port of Sag Harbor, Cooper took charge 

of the ship and sailed her off the coastal waters of Long 

Island.^Q 

Cooper believed that it was his experience as a 

seaman which enabled him to write more authentically of 

the sea, and it was. V/ith his realistic and accurate por

trayals of ships, sailors and shipboard life, he "set the 

nautical novel on a firm foundation of factual data."^ 

3^Warren S. Walker, Introduction to James Fenimore 
Cooper's The Red Rover (Lincoln; University of Nebraska 
Press, 1963), vii. 

3^Walker, vii. 

3^Boynton, p. 201. 

39v/alker, vii. 

^^Walker, vii. 

^%alker, viii. 
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But accuracy and realism alone cannot account for Cooper's 

achievement in this genre. Equally important was his 

deep love for ships and sailors and the seas and his abil

ity to capture on paper v/hat Marcel Clavel describes as: 

The sublime spectacle of the ocean in unbridled 
fury, the nobility of the seaman triumphant over 
the elements by the exercise of his wit and skill, 
the valor of the ship that struggles for survival 
like a living creature, the glory that illumines 
the carnage. . . .^^ 

Cooper's achievement then rests on his ability to express 

"the 'poetic feeling' his contemporaries so admired with

out sacrificing the practical realism which his role as 

a professional seaman demanded."^3 William P. Trent also 

reflects this thought regarding Cooper's sea tales; 

They are not only full of excellently . . . drawn 
sailors, and of exciting incidents and situations 
that prove the copiousness of his faculty of inven
tion; they are also full of the charm and majesty 
of the sea and of the grace and speed of the ships 
that traverse it. In other words . . . they li^t 
the story of adventure into the realms of poetry.^^ 

It is interesting to note that two of Cooper's most dis

tinguished successors in the field of sea fiction were 

^^Marcel Clavel, Fenimore Cooper, sa vie et son 
oeuvre: La .ieunesse (1789-1826) (Aix-en-Provence: 
Imprimerie Universitaire de Provence, 1938), p. 437. 

^3Philbrick, p. 67. 

^%illiara P. Trent, A History of American Literature 
1607-1865 (New York: D. Appleton, 1905), p. 241. 
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deeply moved by the "poetic realism" depicted in his nau

tical adventures. In I849 Herman Melville wrote a review 

of The Sea Lions. Cooper's last sea novel in which much of 

the action was set in the then relatively unknown waters 

of the Antarctic. Referring to Cooper as "our national 

novelist" Melville states that "few descriptions of the 

lonely and the terrible, we imagine, can surpass the 

grandeur of many of the scenes here depicted."^^ Joseph 

Conrad, v/riting in the twentieth century, paid Cooper per

haps the highest compliment: 

He loved the sea and looked at it with consummate 
understanding. In his sea tales the sea inter
penetrates with life; it is, in a subtle way, a 
factor in the problem of existence, and, for all 
its greatness, it is always in touch with the men, 
who, bound on errands of war or gain, traverse 
its immense solitudes. His descriptions have the 
magistral ampleness of a gesture indicating the 
sweep of a vast horizon. They embrace the colours 
of sunset, the peace of starlight, the aspects 
of calm and storm, the great loneliness of.the 
waters, the stillness of watchful coasts.*+^ 

Early critics, and later ones, found poetry in 

Cooper's sea prose poetry that was reminiscent of one 

particular poet the English Romantic, Lord Byron. In 

1832, V/illiam H. Prescott v^ote of Cooper's poetic 

^^Herman Melville, "Review of The Sea Lions." The 
Literary V/orld. IV (April 28, 1849), p. 370. 

^°Joseph Conrad, Notes on Life and Letters (London: 
Dent, 1921), p. 53. 
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feelings for the ocean, "which, he seems, like Byron,to 

have animated with a living soul. "̂ '7 In 1835, an eloquent 

writer for the American Quarterly Review, in an exami

nation of Cooper's three earliest sea novels remarked that 

he "always thought that Byron, with his sea tastes, had 

a heavy loss in dying without a sip of this new gush from 

the head font of poetry."^^ This linking of Cooper and 

Byron has continued into modern literary criticism. Van 

V/yck Brooks observed that "no one knew better . . . Byron's 

''rapture of the lonely shore !'"̂ ^ Robert Spiller suggests 

that "Cooper's break with Smollett and Scott and his an

ticipation of Melville and Conrad was accomplished single-

handed with only a light assist from Byron."^^ However, 

Henry Seidel Canby disagrees. He maintains that Cooper 

"drew heavily . . . upon his early reading" and this early 

reading included "the romantic melancholy of Byronic Heroes" 

among others.^-^ "The nodes of interest in his plots," 

^'^William H. Prescott, "Reviews of Nineteenth Century 
English Literature," North American Review. XXXV (July, 
1832), p. 190. 

^"American Quarterly Reviev/ (June, 1835), p. 415. 

^"Van V/yck Brooks, "Prefatory Essay to American 
Literature Survey: The American Romantics: 1800-1860, 
ed. Milton R. Stern and Seymour L. Gross (New York; Viking 
Press, 1962), xiv. 

^^Robert E, Spiller, James Fenimore Cooper (Minn
eapolis; University of Minnesota Press, 1965), p. 21. 

-̂̂ Henry S. Canby, Classic Americans (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace, 1931), p. 128. 
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says Canby, "are usually Laras . . . or Black Knights or 

Ivanhoes. . . ."^^ Both men, it would seem, are correct 

in their estimations. In creating and developing a new 

fictional genre. Cooper relied primarily upon his own 

knowledge and imagination. But in creating the heroes 

v/ho occupied this new literary world, Cooper borrowed 

from Byron. 

It would be difficult to imagine two men more ap

parently dissimilar, at first glance, than Cooper and 

Byron. But William Gilmore Simms found that they shared 

certain "mental and physical characteristics."^3 Cooper, 

like Byron, was "equally a person of strong will, great 

impetuosity of character, and intense self-esteem."54 

Stanley Williams notes an artistic resemblance between the 

two men, for had Cooper's early attempts to write verse not 

failed, "he might well have attempted narratives like 

Byron's, for poetic feeling . . . was a strong element in 

his mental constitution."^^ 

Critics have, from the beginning, noted the simi

larities between Cooper's heroes and the legendary 

^^canby, p. 128. 

^3william Gilmore Simms, Views and Reviews in Ameri
can Literature. History and Fiction. First Series, ed. C. 
Hugh Holman • (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1962), 
p. 274. 

^^Simms, p. 275. 

^^Stanley T. Williams, "James Fenimore Cooper," in 
Robert E. Spiller etal. Literary History of the United 
States, I (New YorYl Hacmillan, iy4B], p. 257. '' 
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"Byronic Hero," although one of the earliest twentieth-

century studies of the Byronic influence in America, 

V/illiam Ellery Leonard's Byron and Byronism in America, 

confined itself solely to the field of American poetry.^^ 

Warren S. Walker described Cooper's seamen as "re-dressed, 

freshly oriented members of Scott's and Byron's brigades. "̂ '̂  

Kay Seymour House says Cooper's heroes "owe much to such 

Byronic figures as the Corsair, Lara, the Giaour, or Childe 

Harold. 5^ In particular, critics have insisted that the 

heroes of three of Cooper's novels possess the unmistakable 

characteristics of the Byronic Hero Mr. Gray, alias John 

Paul Jones, in The Pilot; Captain Heidegger in The Red 

Rover; and the "Skimmer of the Seas," Tom Tiller, in The 

V/ater-V/itch. There is a fourth character who should be 

included in any study of the Byronic Hero in Cooper's 

works. Stephen Spike, from the novel Jack Tier, is a sea 

captain whose Byronism degenerates to the anti-heroic. 

He is a parody of the type, in one sense, and thus pro

vides a backstage view of this actor. 

For well over a century the term "Byronic Hero" has 

been used rather loosely to describe ultra-romantic. 

°̂V/illiam Ellery Leonard, Byron and Byronism in 
America (Boston: Nichols, 1905). 

^'^Walker, p. 73. 

^^Kay Seymour House, Cooper's Americans (Columbus; 
Ohio State University Press, 1965), p. 189. 
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melodramatic heroes who were dark, handsome, passionate, 

more sinned against than sinning, and given to melancholy 

reflections and heart-rendering remorse. But in 1962, 

Peter Thorslev's competent examination determined that 

the Byronic Hero was not a static character who sprang 

fully grown from the pages of Byron's early works and was 

thus carried over from adventure to adventure, and poem to 

poem, nor was he an .entirely original creation; 

. . . the Byronic Hero shows the elements of every 
major type of Romantic Hero. One can find the 
"child of nature" in Harold and in the early ro
mances; the Hero of Sensibility shows up not only 
in the Childe, but in such later works as The 
Bride of Abydos and Sardanapalus; Conrad and 
Lara are Gothic Villains turned sympathetic; 
Manfred is in some ways the English Faust; and 
finally, the concern with social and metaphysical 
theological problems of a Cain or Prometheus type 
of hero is evident in many of the later dramas.59 

Because the character was constantly changing and develop

ing throughout Byron's poetic career, there are, according 

to Thorslev, not simply one Byronic Hero but perhaps as 

many as five: Childe Harold of Cantos I and II; the 

Childe of Cantos III and IV; the "hero" of the four so-

called "Turkish Tales", The Giaour. The Bride of Abydos. 

The Corsair, and Lara: and the protagonists in the dramas, 

Manfred and Cain. 

59peter Thorslev, The Byronic Hero (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1962), p. 4. 
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Regarding the characteristics of Childe Harold in 

the first tv/o Cantos, Thorslev says: 

The traditional literary figure of Childe Harold 
in Cantos I and II is . . .a potpourri . . . of 
. . . the Child of Nature; the Gothic Villain 
(unregenerate, as in the novel; or remorseful, 
as in the drama or Scott's romances); the accursed 
V/anderer; the Gloomy Egoist, meditating on ruins, 
death, or the vanity of life; and the Man of 
Feeling, suffering from a lost love, or philan-
thropically concerned with the suffering caused by 
war or oppression.^0 

The Childe as he appears in Cantos III and IV is a somewhat 

different hero: 

There is . . . less of cynicism, and more of suffer
ing; less of sin and guilt, and more of being 
sinned against. In a word there is less of the 
Gothic Villain and more of the first important 
English Hero of Sensibility.ol 

This Hero of Sensibility developed from a blending of a 

"secularized Gloomy Egoist" and the "ethically uncommitted 

Man of Feeling." The Hero of Sensibility is characterized 

by his passive nature, "not acting but being acted upon."°3 

He is also given to "prolonged, intense, and sometimes even 

morbid self-analysis, especially of his emotional state."^^ 

^^Thorslev, p. 138. 

^^Thorslev, pp. 139-140 

^^Thorslev, p. 141. 

^3Thorslev, p. 141. 

^^Thorslev, p. 141. 
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Here, then, is, or rather are the Byronic Heroes found in 

Childe Harold. The next hero in line, from the "Turkish 

Tales", is yet another breed of character. 

The Byronic Heroes of The Giaour, The Bride . . ., 

The Corsair and Lara are characteristically placed between 

two Romantic-Hero types the Gothic Villain and the Hero 

of Sensibility: 

They are all, however, Noble Outlav/s, and are there
fore active, not contemplative, as are Childe Harold, 
Manfred and Cain. The Giaour . . . is largely a 
remorseful Gothic Villain. Selim, of the Bride, is 
almost pure Hero of Sensibility and Noble Outlaw: 
his soft, almost feminine character makes him the 
exception in the group. Conrad-Lara is definitely 
a Noble Outlaw in love, but the power of his re
morseful defiance makes him stand closest, perhaps, 
to the type of Karl Moor.o5 

The Noble Outlaw characteristics of the "Hero" of the 

"Turkish Tales" are those which have come to be known 

popularly as "typical" of a Byronic Hero. Actually this 

particular hero represents the mid-point in the grov^h 

and development of the Byronic Hero. 

Byron's metaphysical drama, Manfred, provides the 

next step in the grov^h pattern of the literary figure. 

Traces of almost every heroic character type produced 

by the Romantic Era can be found in Manfred. He possesses 

characteristics of the Child of Nature, the Hero of 

Sensibility and the Gothic Villain. Thorslev says that 

^^Thorslev, p. 149. 
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these are the traditional characteristics which Manfred 

shares with earlier Byronic Heroes. However, I^nfred "is 

destined to rise higher" and as he does he assumes the 

characteristics "of those greatest of Romantic-hero types: 

Ahasuerus, Faust, and Satan-Prometheus."^^ Manfred is the 

maturing Byronic Hero; part of an overall development which 

is completed in the protagonists of Cain. 

Lucifer and Cain characterize the mature Byronic 

Hero, Romantic rebels who are totally divorced from the 

melodramatic Gothic Villain. Lucifer is almost the tra

ditional Byronic Hero, "in his courage and in his skeptical 

self-assertion;" however he does not possess the sensi

bility of the true Byronic Hero.̂ '7 On the other hand, 

Cain, like Manfred, is Faust, "titanic in his self-

assertion; in his thirst for knowledge," but he is also 

a Hero of Sensibility, "capable of a strong impassioned 

love, and he has none of Manfred's Gothic misanthropy. "° 

In Cain the Byronic Hero reaches the final stage in his 

growth process, a process which began with Childe Harold 

and continued through the "Turkish Tales" and Manfred. 

Although there are several Byronic Heroes, they 

all share certain characteristics. They do not feel 

^^Thorslev, p. 169. 

^'^Thorslev, p. 180. 

^^Thorslev, p. 180. 
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remorse for "sins" against conventional morality; "for the 

commandments of religion or for common social morality" 

they have "nothing but defiance and contempt. "̂ *̂  All 

Byronic Heroes "have too sure a sense of their independent 

egoes and of their defiant skills to abdicate their moral 

responsibility."'̂ '-' They appear from time to time to be 

"almost proud of their sins, if for no other reason than 

they are their very ovm."' The Byronic Heroes are also 

"far too individualistic ever to be involved seriously 

with nationalism," and they are also "too passionately 

concerned with individual freedom."' 

The characteristic Byronic Hero, then . . . accepts 
the burden of his conscience willingly, even de
fiantly . . . He has borrowed characteristics from 
the Gothic Villain, in his looks, his mysterious 
past, and his secret sins; and he has retained 
characteristics from the i4an of Feeling in his 
tender sensibilities and in his undying fidelity 
to the v/oman he loves but he is more than these; 
he is also a Romantic rebel. The sins for which 
he accepts responsibility are not those of his 
misdeeds which society considers more reprehen
sible . . . In other words, not only are his sins 
his 0V.T1, but his moral values are also his own; 
he chooses his values in open defiance of the 
codes of society . . . Since he is primarily a 
Noble Outlaw, he is a creature of impulse, even 
of instinct. He is a striking figure, certainly, 
and, in a dashing way, an attractive figure. 

^^Thorslev, p. 152. 

'̂ '̂ Thorslev, p. 163. 

'̂ •̂ Thorslev, p. 163. 

"^^Thorslev, p. 195. 
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The Byronic Hero . . . is invariably courteous to 
v/omen, often loves music or poetry, has a strong 
sense of honor, and carries about v/ith him like 
the brand of Cain a deep sense of guilt. He is 
almost invariably sympathetic in spite of his 
"crimes", none of which involve unnecessary 
cruelty. . . .73 

This, then, is Thorslev's definition and interpretation 

of the Byronic Hero, which perhaps v/ill prove helpful in 

an examination of the Byronic Hero as Cooper drew him. 

How much was Cooper influenced by Byron? It is 

difficult if not impossible to ascertain whether Cooper 

borrowed directly or indirectly from the English Romantic. 

Cooper read Byron; this much is knovm from Cooper's 

daughter, Susan Fenimore Cooper, who listed Byron's poems 

with the v/orks of other authors v/hom Cooper read regu

larly.'^ But the extent of Cooper's indebtedness to Byron 

can be determined only by examining and analyzing the 

Byronic Hero as he is presented in Cooper's sea novels. 

73 Thorslev, pp. 8, I63-I64. 

'̂ Ŝusan Fenimore Cooper, Pages and Pictures from 
the Life of James Fenimore Cooper (New York: I^ller, 
1861), p. 14. 



CHAPTER II 

THE PILOT OF THE PILOT: THE 

SHADOW OF BYRONISM 

In developing his fiction of the seas. Cooper, many 

critics feel, never exceeded his first effort; to them. 

The Pilot v/as not only his first sea novel but his best. 

Of those who disagree with this ranking, the majority 

would lower it only to second place behind The Red Rover. 

Nevertheless, The Pilot is without question an important 

literary work because it marks the beginning of American 

sea fiction, and a turning point in the development of •"" 

all nautical literature. Marcel Clavel called it "the 

first genuine sea novel" and "a great classic of the sea." 

Since its publication in 1824, critics have presented a 

wide range of discussion on the relative merit and weak

ness of the novel.^ In 1892 Brander Matthev/s gave his 

iMarcel Clavel, Fenimore Cooper and His Critics: 
American, British and French Criticisms of the Novelists 
Early V/orks (Aix-en-Provence; Imprimerie Universitaire 
de Provence, 1938), p. 263. 

^The title page of the first edition of The Pilot 
gives the date of publication as 1823, although the novel 
was not actually published until January 7, lo24, accord
ing to Thomas R. Lounsbury. (James Fenimore Cooper 
[Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1882], p. 47.) The delay was 
due to the death of Cooper's son in August, 1823, and 
Cooper's own illness in the fall of that year. (V/illiam P, 
Trent, A History of American Literature; 1607-1865 [New 
York; D. Appleton, 1905J, p. 239.) 

24 
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estimate of The Pilot's achievement: 

We have been used to the novel of the ocean, and 
it is hard for us now to understand why Cooper's 
friends thought his attempt to write one perilous 
and why they sought to dissuade him. It was be
lieved that readers could not be interested in 
the contingencies and emergencies of life on the 
ocean wave. Nowadays it seems to us that if any 
part of The Pilot lags and stiombles it is that 
which passes ashore: Cooper's landscapes, or at 
least his views of a ruined abbey, may be affected 
at times, but his marines are always true and 
always captivating.3 

Most critics would disagree with Matthews' stateinent that 

Cooper's sailors are "always captivating," for if there 

has been one aspect of The Pilot on which almost unanimous 

agreement has been reached, it is that one of the major 

weeknesses of the novel lies in the character of the Pilot 

himself. One of the earliest reviews of the novel appeared 

in early 1824 in the Literary Gazette of London. The re

viewer did not commit himself as being for or against the 

novel, finding "with a good deal to censure, much to 

praise," but the character of the Pilot did not please him: 

"It was to be expected from an American writer, that all 

the Americans who figure on his pages should be heroic; 

and so they are."^ Several months later, another British 

periodical, Colburn's New Monthly Magazine, presented a 

3Brander Matthews, Americanisms and Briticisms 
(New York: Harper and Son, 1892), pp. 99-100. 

^Literary Gazette. VIII (January 31, 1824), p. 77. 
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favorable review of the novel as a v/hole, but said of the 

book's hero: " . . . the Pilot himself is . . . the least 

successful character in the novel, and . . . the only one 

with whom we feel inclined to find fault. There is too 

much Byronism about him. . . ."^ 

On this side of the Atlantic William Phillips, 

v/riting in the April, 1824 issue of the North American 

Review, found the conclusion weak, saying that "it shows 

poverty of invention to bring affairs into such a con-

juncture in the midst of the action." Phillips asserted 

that "some extraordinary and powerful agent is needed 

for the trying occasion," and this agent had to be of such 

a mysterious and obscure nature that his prodigious feats 

could be believed. "The Pilot is a personage of this 

description . . . but to the reader, he is quite a sec

ondary character in the piece."' Almost one year later 

the New Haven Christian Spectator described the Pilot as 

". . .a silent, starched, mystery loving man in a 'pee-

jacket', who always comes just when he is most needed; 

v/ho always does just what nobody else could do." 

Eighteen years later criticism of the Pilot continued to 

^Colburn's New Monthly Magazine. XII (March, 1824), 
p. 123. 

V̂/illiam Phillips, "Review of The Pilot." North 
American Review. XVIII (April, 1824), p. 316. 

'^Phillips, p. 316. 

%ew Haven Christian Spectator (February, 1825), p. 87. 
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be unfavorable. The October, 1843 issue of England's 

Foreign and Colonial Quarterly Reviev/ called the Pilot 

". . .a mercenary trader in rebellion . . . invested with 

the dignity of a patriot hero, and the dark sublimity of a 

Childe or Corsair of the Byronic school."^ Time did little 

to soften critical complaints about the Pilot's character. 

In 1862, a reviewer for the Atlantic Monthly wrote; "V/e 

are so constantly told of his calmness and abstractions, 

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." 

Twentieth-century criticism has produced no star

tling new regard for Cooper's first seaman-hero either. 

John Erskine, in 1910, wrote that "Cooper is too healthy-

minded to be influenced by the more mawkish currents of 

Byronism," but that in the novel "the secret past of the 

chief figure pursues him like a fury, and especially in

duces moods of irrelevant abstraction just when a clear, 

decided mind is needed.-^^ A quarter of a century later 

"Foreign and Colonial Quarterly Review (October, 
1843), p. 474. 

•̂ '̂ G. S, Hilliard, "Fenimore Cooper," Atlantic Monthly. 
IX (January, 1862), p. 60. 

John Erskine, Leading American Novelists (New York: 
Henry Holt, 1910), p. 71. 
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Arthur Hobson Quinn wrote that ''the mysterious figure of 

the pilot . . . as compared with Harvey Birch or Hawkeye 

remains a melodramatic shadow. "-̂ ^ And in 1940, Carl Van 

Doren continued the trend by describing the Pilot as 

"always dark and secret, always Byronic, always brooding 

upon a dark past and a darker faTie."-̂ 3 j^ the Literary 

History of the United States. Stanley T. V/illiams remarked 

that "in this man v/ithout a country [Cooper] attempts a 

tragic hero; instead he achieves a Byronic ghost, a man 

with secret sorrows, darkened brow, mysterious devotions, 

and almost comic mannerisms." ̂  C. A. Brady called the 

Pilot a figure "as theatrically improbable as Lara or 

Manfred."-^^ And in I865, Kay Seymour House referred to 

the Pilot as "the most purely Byronic of Cooper's naval 

commanders." 

1 2 
Arthur Hobson Quinn, American Fiction (New York: 

Appleton-Century, 1936), p. 59. 
3Carl Van Doren, The American Novel (New York; 

Macmillan, 1940), p. 27. 

•^^Stanley T. V/illiams, "James Fenimore Cooper," in 
Robert E. Spiller ejt aĵ . Literary History of the United 
States, I.(New York; Macmillan, 1948), p. 262. 

^ C . A. Brady, "Myth-Maker and Christian Romancer," 
American Classics Reconsidered, ed. H. C. Gardiner (New 
York: Scribner's, 1958), p. 74. 

Key Seymour House, Cooper's Americans (Columbus; 
Ohio State University. Press, 1965), p. 190. 
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Although criticism of the Pilot's Byronic character 

has been almost wholly unfavorable, agreement on his 

faults and weaknesses has not been altogether unanimous. 

V/illiam Gilmore Simms praised the Pilot as a "remarkable 

instance of the sort of interest which Mr. Cooper's v/ritings 

are chiefly calculated to inspire.""̂ ''' Simms commented 

that "marble could not be more inflexible than this cold, 

immovable, pulseless personage." He insisted that we 

are intrigued by the Pilot's first appearance and are con

fident of his ability to overcome all adversity. "He shows 

the capacity for work . . . the sort of manhood upon which 

all men rely in moments of doubt or danger. "-̂ ^ The Pilot 

is "the ideal of an abstract but innate power, which we 

20 acknowledge and perhaps fear, but cannot fathom." 

Interest in the man stems from "our curiosity rather than 

21 our affections . . . he will not suffer us to love him." 

Simms concluded his tribute by picturing-the Pilot as 

"the Prometheus in action inflexible, ready to endure, 

isolated, but still human in a fond loyalty to all 

'V/illiam Gilmore Simms, Views and Reviews in Ameri
can Literature History and Fiction, First Series, ed. 
C. Hugh Holman (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1962) 
p. 270. 

^%imms, p. 270. 

•^^Simms, p. 271. 

20simms, p. 271. 

^-^Simms, p. 271. 
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the great hopes and interests of htmianity. "^^ Simms's 

admiration and high regard for the Pilot were shared by 

Gordon H. Gerould who reasoned that the merit of The Pilot 

was not due to Cooper's accurate seamanship, but in the 

"mysterious and unnamed figure who dominates the story."^^ 

This figure is "remote from life, having no qualities ex

cept those essential to the heroic seaman."^^ 

If the Pilot is a Byronic Hero, as critics have 

steadfastly insisted for well over a century, what kind is 

he? Is he patterned after Childe Harold, or is he a Noble 

Outlaw in the Corsair tradition? Is he a descendant of 

Manfred or Cain, or is he a combination of all the Byronic 

Heroes? House likens him to Byron's first hero: "The 

Pilot's complaints are those of Childe Harold; he feels 

his country has failed him . . . and asserts, usually 

speaking 'proudly' or 'scornfully' his right to a bucca

neer's supranatural freedom."^ On the other hand, John 

Erskine attributes the Pilot's Byronic traits to lessons 

learned "in the general school of the Giaour and the 

Corsair." Others seem content simply to label the Pilot's 

^^simms, p. 272. 

^3Gordon H. Gerould, The Patterns of English and 
American Fiction (Boston: Little, Brown, 1942), p. 24I. 

^^Gerould, p. 241. 

^^House, p. 190. 

^^Erskine, p. 71. 
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behavior as Byronic and let the matter gcat that without 

further elaboration or explanation. 

Cooper's hero does possess several of those traits 

which are commonly associated v/ith all Byronic Heroes. He 

is passionate in nature; ' "In a few minutes the tempest in 

his ovm passions had gradually subsided to the desperate 

27 

and still calmness that made him the man he was. . . ." ' 

He is proud, perhaps excessively so. He boasts to Alice 

Dunscombe of the misery he has been forced to endure from 

"high born miscreants, who envy the merit they cannot equal, 

and detract from the glory of deeds that they dare not 
28 attempt to emulate." Even when he is in the midst of 

bidding a final farewell to his beloved, his pride demands 

the stage; "This it is to be marked, among men, above all 

29 

others in your calling." ^ Like all other Byronic Heroes, 

the Pilot seems more "sinned against than sinning": "Am 

I a monster to frighten unprotected women and helpless 

children? . . . My name may be terrible to the officers of 

the royal fleet, but where and how have I earned a claim 

to be considered formidable to the helpless and unoffend-
30 

ing?" Finally, the Pilot shares the Byronic Heroes' 

'̂̂ James Fenimore Cooper, The Pilot (New York: W. A. 
To^vnsend, 1859), p. 177. 

^^Cooper, p. 174. 

"Cooper, p. 419. 

^'^Cooper, p. 171. 
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love for liberty; he aims to be "a worthy lesson for all 

who are born in slavery, but would live in freedom. . . ."̂ "̂  

These characteristics belong, more or less, to all Byronic 

Heroes; however the Pilot bears even closer resemblance to 

particular Byronic Heroes, namely Childe Harold and the 

Heroes of the "Turkish Tales." 

The Pilot and Childe Harold share certain similarities, 

for both possess pride, burnt-out passions, and an aura of 

mystery and secret sin. Byron wrote of Harold that "apart 

32 

he stakl'd in joyless reverie.'"^ The Pilot also walks 

alone, and even when he is with the crowd, he is apart from 

it never a part of it. From time to time "strange pangs 
33 

v/ould flash along Childe Harold's brow. . . ." The brow 

of the Pilot flashes, too, with "shades of dark displeas

ure . . . a look of unusual fire . . . a dark and fierce 

expression of angry resentment . . . a glowing pride . . . 

and a terrible fire. . . ."34 Harold and the Pilot share 

v/hat Leslie J^rchand calls "the quandary of all romantic 

souls compelled by inner fires."3-^ This quandary in Harold 
31Cooper, p. 414. 

32George Gordon, Lord Byron, "Childe Harold's Pil
grimage," The Poetical V/orks of Lord Byron (London: Oxford 
University Press, I960), p. 181. 

33Byron, p. l8l. 

3^Cooper, pp. 90, 168, 170, 174, 393. 

3^Leslie A. Marchand, Byron's Poetry: A Critical 
Introduction (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1965), p. 49. 
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is ". . .to aspire/Beyond the fitting medium of desire."3^ 

In the Pilot this dilemma is manifested in ". . . desire of 

distinction, his ruling passion. "̂ '̂  The Pilot speaks de

fiantly of his right to align himself against his native 

country: 

I was born on this orb, and I claim to be a citizen 
of it. A man v;ith a soul not to be limited by the 
arbitrary boundaries of tyrants and hirelings, but 
one v/ho has the right as v/ell as the inclination to 
grapple v/ith oppression, in whose name soever it is 
exercised, or in whatever hollow and spacious shape 
it founds its claim to abuse our race. 

Similarly, although on a somewhat high plane, Byron asserts 

in Canto IV of Childe Harold: 

. . . 'tis a base 
Abandonment of reason to resign 
Cur right of thought, our last and only place 
Of refuge; this, at least, shall still be mine: 
Though from our birth the Faculty divine 
Is chained and tortured cabin'd, cribb'd, 
confined, 

And bred in darkness, lest the truth should shine 
Too brightly on the unprepared mind. 
The beam pours in, for time and skill will 
couch the blind.39 

Both Harold and the Pilot abandoned their native England, 

although for different reasons. Harold became a wanderer 

3^Byron, p. 215. 

3'Cooper, p. 486. 

3^Cooper, p. I69. 

^^Byron, p. 244. 
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to flee from the memory of a love that could never be; 

while the Pilot left his country because he "found in it 

nothing but oppression and injustice." He, too, left 

his love behind; not because the romance was forbidden, 

but because he could not ask his beloved Alice "to become 

the bride of a wanderer, without either name or fortune." 

The Pilot also bears resemblance to the Byronic 

Heroes of the "Turkish Tales." He has the "haughty mien" 

of the Giaour, and like the Corsair, "his name . . . is 

famed and feared."^ Selim, from The Bride of Abydos, is 

fond of contemplation; "His head was leant upon his hand/ 

His eye look'd o'er the dark blue water. . . ,"̂ -̂  The 

Pilot is likev/ise contemplative; "His head rested on his 

hand, as he leaned over the hammock-cloths of the vessel, 

and his whole air was that of one whose thoughts wandered 

from the pressing necessity of their situation."^^ Again 

in The Bride, Selim confesses: "'I said I was not what I 

seem'd;/And now thou see's my words were true. . . , "̂ -̂  The 

Pilot acknowledges to Alice Dunscombe that "I am not . . . 

^'^Cooper, p. 165. 

Cooper, p. 165. 

^^Byron, pp. 255, 278. 

^3Byron, p. 267. 

^^Cooper, p. 54. 

^^Byron, p. 270. 
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the man I would be, or even the man I had deemed my

self. "^^ 

Although similarities do exist between the Pilot 

and the heroes of Byron's best-knovm "Tales," he resembles 

most the hero of one of the lesser knovm "Tales," Alp from 

The Siege of Corinth. The comparison that can be dravm 

between the two, however,is more of situation and circum

stance than of physical characteristics. Byron says of 

Alp: 

But late an exile from her shore. 
Against his countrymen he bore 
The arms they taught to bear . . . 

He stood a foe, with all the zeal 
V/hich young and fiery converts feel, 
V/ithin whose heated bosom throngs 
The memory of a thousand wrongs. 

Unnamed-accusers . . . had placed 
A charge against him uneffaced; 
He fled in time, and saved his life, 
To waste his future years in strife . . . . 47 

This is, more or less, the same fate which has befallen the 

Pilot. Both men have left their countries and both have 

returned to wage war. Both have left sweethearts behind 

and both are reunited with their lost loves, although 

Byron treats Alp's reunion with Francesca with a super

natural mysteriousness that is absent in Cooper's version. 

^ Cooper, p. 412. 

^'7Byron, p. 321. 
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Both Francesca and Alice Dunscombe attempt to persuade the 

heroes to renounce their rebellious ways and return to the 

fold. Francesca implores Alp: 

. . . . . that turban tear 
From off thy faithless brow, and wear 
Thine injured country's sons to spare. 
Or thou art lost; and never shalt see ^ 
Not earth that's past but heaven nor me.^° 

Alice repeats essentially the same plea to the Pilot, al

though it takes many more words for Cooper to accomplish 

the task. Alp's response to Francesca echoes the Pilot's 

answer to Alice Dunscombe; " . . . 'tis too late: . . ./ 

What Venice made me I must be,/Her foe in all, save love 

to thee. . . ."^9 In the ensuing action, Alp is clain and 

the circumstances surrounding Francesca's death are re

vealed. The Pilot escapes Alp's fate, but loses Alice in 

the end. 

The Byronism inherent in the character of the Pilot 

has been established both through critical opinion and ex

amination of the similarities between Cooper's hero and 

Byron's heroes. Yet while the Pilot is a Byronic Hero, 

at the same time he is not. The Pilot does bear strong 

resemblance to Byron's heroes and he shares many of their 

characteristics; yet there is something that prevents shim 

^^Byron, p. 325. 

^%yron, p. 326. 
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from being a true Byronic Hero. Perhaps an examination of 

this deficiency will answer the question of why the Pilot 

fails as a literary character. 

In 1831, a few years after The Pilot was published, 

0. W. B. Peabody wrote that the "pilot excites strong in

terest at first . . . but he dwindles at the close into a 

dim and shadowy sketch."^^ John Erskine remarks that "as 

a character, the pilot is most effective on the first 
51 reading of the story."^ The mystery he excites carries 

its ovm interest, but "on a second or third reading he 
CO 

becomes a little tiresome."^ Stanley Williams comments on 

the Pilot's shortcomings: 

From our first sight of him in his 'calmness 
bordering on the supernatural' until he waves 
adieu wearing "a smile of bitter resignation' 
he is as vague as his platitudes on liberty, of 
which Cooper evidently hoped to persuade us he 
was the ardent defender.53 

James B. Connally criticizes the Pilot's gloomy mystery, 

isolaticn, and theatricality: ". . .we wish somebody 

with rank enough to dare it would step up and v/hisper in 

his ear: 'In the Lord's name, will you come down off the 

5O0. W. B. Peabody, "The Water-Witch," North Ameri
can Review. XXXII (April, I83I), p. 519. 

^^Erskine, p. 71. 

^^Erskine, p. 72. 

^%illiams, p. 262. 
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poop and act like a human being?'"^^ Commenting on the 

Pilot's supposedly true identity as John Paul Jones, 

Connally continues; " . . . the man who had brains enough 

to raise himself in a few years from a fo'c's'le to an 

admiral's quarter deck would hardly have taken himself so 

seriously. "55 This shadov/y problem of the Pilot's char

acter is identified by John Erskine: "It is surprising 

that Cooper can make so much of a hero he has so little 

sympathy for . . . ."^^ Erskine's statement is supported 

by Cooper's daughter, Susan Fenimore Cooper; "With the 

character of Paul Jones . . . I-lr. Cooper, at a later day, 

was himself dissatisfied,"5' Cooper's ovm words indicate 

his lack of sympathy for his chief character. Captain 

Griffith, reading of the Pilot's death, describes him 

as "a man, and not therefore without foibles among which 

may have been reckoned the estimation of his own acts."5© 

The Pilot's devotion to liberty is questionable, "for if he 

commenced his deeds in the cause of these free states, 

5A-James B. Connally, "Cooper and Stories of the Sea," 
Fiction By Its Makers, ed. Francis X. Talbot (New York: 
The America Press, 1928), p. 174. 

55connally, p. 174. 

^^Erskine, p. 71. 

5'7susan Fenimore Cooper, Pages and Pictures from the 
Life of James Fenimore Cooper (New York: Miller, 1861), p. 
77. 

5 Cooper, p. 486. 
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they terminated in the service of a despot."59 Re was a 

man "who had formed romantic notions of glory, and wished 

everything concealed in which he acted a part that he 

thought v/ould not contribute to his renovm." 

This appears to be the "fatal flaw" in the Pilot's 

Byronic make-up, for the true Byronic Heroes, from Childe 

Harold on, are "almost invariably sympathetic." V/hat-

ever their sins or crimes, regardless of the mystery and 

melodrama that surround them, they remain, at least in 

the eyes of their creator, heroes and sympathetic heroes 

at that. Byron liked his heroes. At least he wanted the 

public to like them. This fondness of writer for char

acter is missing between Cooper and the Pilot. Perhaps 

this is the reason why Cooper's first seaman-hero fails both 

as a character and as a Byronic Hero. But if it is an 

explanation of the Pilot's failure, it is only a partial 

one. Byron's heroes occupied the center of the stage in 

their tales. They faced no serious competition from any 

other characters. The Pilot, however, v/as not so blessed 

by his creator, for he has to contend with not one, but 

two romantic-love leads, Barnstable and Griffith, both of 

whom are far more successful in their suits than he was in 

59cooper, p. 4^6. 

'̂-'Cooper, p. 486. 

Peter Thorslev, The Byronic Hero (I^nneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1962),. p. 8. 
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his. Even the objects of their affections, Katharine 

Plowden and Cecelia Howard, respectively, are more appeal

ing as characters than the Pilot's Alice Dunscombe. In 

addition the Pilot had to compete with a whole assortment 

of Smollettesque eccentrics, including the anti-American 

Colonel Howard, the English Captain Borroughcliffe, the 

villainous Dillon, the American Marine Captain Manuel, 

Captain Munson of the Alacrity, and seamen Merry and 

Boltrope, all of whom vie for the reader's attention during 

the course of the novel. The Pilot is even handicapped in 

demonstrating his exceptional ability as a seaman. He has 

no vessel of his own, and must "borrow" a ship before he 

can exhibit his nautical skills. But his most serious 

threat to literary fame comes from Long Tom Coffin, the 

seaman who goes to his death with the wreck of the Ariel. 

Of all the characters in The Pilot, it is Long Tom alone 

who has met v/ith success. John Erskine calls him the 

"true hero of the book."°^ Stanley V/illiams also compliments 

his achievement as a character; 

He is as real as the Ariel itself, whose first 
timbers he saw laid and whose death he shared. 
Tom's every salty word, every vigorous action 
with cannon or harpoon, every simple feeling, 
reveal these perceptions demonstrated by his 
creator in Harvey Birch and Leatherstocking; 
himself a sailor and a man, Cooper could 
delineate a man of the sea. V/e welcome Long Tom's 

^^Erskine, p. 73. 
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entrances as v/e dread uneasily those of the 
Gothic pilot, and his death (surely a mistake if 
v/e consider the possibilities for him in later 
sea novels of Cooper's) is closer to our human 
sympathies than that of Captain Ahab, in Melville's 
greater novel. Brief as is Long Tom's literary 
life, he ranks with Leatherstocking.^3 

Thus, far from being the principal attraction in his novel, 

as Byron's heroes unquestionably are in their dramas, the 

Pilot is only part of a three-ring circus. Little wonder, 

then, that he fails to measure up to the literary reputations 

of his Byronic predecessors. Under the circumstances, per

haps he did amazingly well as Cooper's first Byronic Hero. 

63 V/illiams, p. 262. 



CHAPTER III 

HERO-VILLAIN OF THE RED ROVER: 

BYRONISM UPSTAGE 

Cooper's second novel of the sea. The Red Rover, 

was v/ritten while he was living abroad in France. It was 

published first in Paris on November 27, 1827; made its 

debut in London three days later; and finally appeared in 

Philadelphia on January 9, 1828.-̂  It was immediately suc

cessful and gained many new readers for Cooper on both 

sides of the Atlantic. The novel's popularity in France 

was particularly notable; it became Cooper's best-selling 

work, and in I85I, the year of Cooper's death, the noted 

French composer Berlioz renamed one of his overtures Le 
2 

corsaire rouge in honor of The Red Rover. John D. Gordon 

attributes the continuing popularity of the novel in England 

and the United States at least partly to the successes en

joyed by theatrical adaptations.3 Gordon asserts that "at 

least seven adaptations, and perhaps more" were made, and 

^John D. Gordon, "The Red Rover Takes to the Boards," 
American Literature, X (I«Iarch, 1938) , p. 66. 

^Warren S. V/alker, James Fenimore Cooper; An Intro
duction and Interpretation (New York: Barnes and Noble, 
1962), pp. 28-29. 

3Gordon, p. 75. 

42 



43 

of these "three were American and four English."^ One of 

the English versions was a successful burlesque first per

formed in December, 1877, fifty years after the novel's 

publication and more than twenty five years after Cooper's 

death, v/hich, according to Gordon, "indicates a more en

during popularity than has been hitherto suspected."^ 

In The Am.erican Novel Carl Van Doren points to a specific 

reason for the popularity of The Red Rover; "The ocean 

here plays as great a part as Cooper had lately assigned 

to the prairie." It is entirely possible that the novel's 

popular appeal at least partially rests in the fact that 

the sea was utilized to a wider extent than in any novel 

previously published. In The Red Rover to every one chapter 

devoted to action on land, there are three chapters devoted 

to action on board a ship at sea. In The Pilot the ratio 

7 

is four chapters to three.' 

Six months after the appearance of The Red Rover in 

the United States, Granville Mellen, writing in the North 

American Revlevr, welcomed Cooper back to sea fiction, a 

medium he considered more fitting for Cooper's literary 

^Gordon, p. 66. 

5Gordon, p. 75. 

Carl Van Doren, The American Novel (New York: 
Macmillan, 1940), p. 32. 

'Thom.as Philbrick, James Fenimore Cooper and the 
Development of American Sea Fiction (Cambridge; Harvard 
University Press, 1961), p. 294. 



44 

pursuits than the frontier novels of Leatherstocking: 

V/e are consequently disposed to greet him the more 
heartily on his own element. We are always v;ell 
inclined to take a sea-breeze, after toiling for 
long days in tangled wilderness and heated tovms. 
To no one, moreover, are we better inclined to 
submit ourselves on ship-board, surely v/ith no 
one are we more ready to pass av/ay the time, either 
above or belov/, in calm or tempest, than with our 
author. The quarterdeck is his home.8 

Delighted as Mellen was with the prospect of another of 

Cooper's sea voyages, he found the Rover himself objection

able : 

There is too much poetry about him. It is not, in 
all respects, the natural character of a man who 
has so long led a life of peril and depravity, and 
spent the better part of his days in the reckless 
sv/ing of desperation. There is, perhaps, too much 
of the genteel villain, and too little of the 
Ishmaelite, in his composition.9 

In 1850 Herman Melville authored a short piece for The 

Literary V/orld which dealt exclusively with the kind of 

cover The Red Rover ought to have. Melville concluded 

with this explanation for the peculiar nature of his topic 

That v/e have said thus much concerning the mere 
outside of the book whose title prefaces this 
notice, is sufficient evidence of the fact, that 
at the present day we deem any elaborate criticism 
of Cooper's Red Rover quite unnecessary, and 

^[Grenville Mellen], "Review of Cooper's The Red 
Rover," North American Review XXVII (July,1828), pp. 144-145 

^Mellen, p. 154. 
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uncalled for. Long ago, and far inland, we read 
it in our uncritical days, and enjoyed it as much^^ 
as thousands of the rising generation will. , . .-^^ 

Six years after Melville's favorable remarks, The Cyclopaedia 

of American Literature stated that The Red Rover " . . . 

shared the success of the Pilot, a v/ork which it fully equals 

in animation and perhaps surpasses in romantic interest." 

The popularity of The Red Rover has dwindled con

siderably in the twentieth century; however, it still re

mains Cooper's best-knovm sea novel, although critics 

disagree as to whether it is his best nautical work. Leon H. 

Vincent wrote that "the story of 'Mr. Gray the pilot' is 

good, but The Red Rover is better."-^^ Vincent's partiality 

stems from the fact that Cooper had offered the reading 

public a new kind of pirate; 

The old-fashioned corsair . . . swore horribly, was 
awful to behold, black-whiskered, visibly blood
stained, a walking stand of arms the 
captain of the 'Dolphin' is almost a Brummel; his 
cabin is a boudoir, and he has the v/it to eschev/ 
the old-fashioned device of skull and cross-bones. 3 

^^Herman Melville, "A Thought on Book Binding," 
The Literary V/orld, VI (March 16, I85O), p. 267. 

•̂ •̂ Evert A. Duyckinck and George L. Duyckinck, 
Cyclopaedia of American Literature. Vol. II (New York: 
Scribner's, I856), p. 110. 

12 
Leon H. Vincent, American Literary Masters 

(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1906), p. 84. 
13 
Vincent, p. 84. 
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However, all is not perfect with this new pirate. "One 

is inclined . . . to laugh" when the Red Rover, who v/as 

"somewhat given to posing" gives vent to his emotions and 

"'throv/s his form on a divan' and bids music discourse. "-̂ ^ 

John Erskine feels that "so much singleness of impression" 

in The Red Rover has caused it to be ranked higher than 

The Pilot, even though "the excellence of that story in 

its separate scenes is undisputed."^ According to Erskine, 

the interest in The Red Rover "is in pure adventure." The 

Rover himself is "a Byronic corsair of superhuman adroit

ness, inexplicable moods, and detached virtues." His out

lawry is expiated and even made to seem patriotic because 

of the "statement that it was the scorn heaped on him in 

the British navy for his American birth that made him a 

pirate." Evidence of his "personal lovableness" is the 

fact that "he is attended by a Byronic mistress, disguised 
16 

as a boy." Erskine concludes that it is "only by esoteric 

standards" that Cooper's second sea novel "can be considered 

by the side of" The Pilot, which is "the masterpiece."'^'^ 

V/illiara J. Long, in his American Literature, disagrees 

•^^Vincent, p. B5. 

-̂ John Erskine, Leading American Novelists (New York: 
Henry Holt, 1910), p. 75. 

^^Erskine, pp. 74-75. 

•̂ "̂ Erskine, p. 75. 
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wholeheartedly with Erskine's point of viev/: 

The Red Rover is our own favorite among the sea 
tales. Indeed, if we were asked to recommend only 
one of Cooper's books, v/e should name this in 
preference^even to the best of the Leatherstocking 
romances.-^^ 

The merit of the novel, insofar as Long is concerned, lies 

in the fact that "the plot is an absorbing one, and the 

action keeps us continually on the sea."^^ Long describes 

20 the Rover as "an original and refreshing kind of pirate." 

However, despite his fondness for plot and hero. Long con

fesses that "to many readers . . . the greatest charm of 

The Red Rover is found in its pictures of the sea." These 

pictures are "so vividly, powerfully dravm that . . . we 

lose grip on solid ground and seem to view the scenes from 

21 the deck of a reeling ship." 

More contemporary critics seem to be more concerned 

with the character of the Rover and less enthusiastic about 

the action and adventure of the novel's plot. Carl Van 

Doren calls the Rover "an imperial-souled hero, wounded 

in his sensibilities," who "has long been a successful 

•^%illiam J. Long, Am.erican Literature (Boston: 
Ginn and Co., 1913), p. 221. 

•^^Long, p. 221. 

^^Long, p. 221. 

^•^Long, p. 221. 
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pirate" operating freely "under the scarlet flag."^^ 

Despite his wicked life the Rover is deeply filled with re

morse, so that he can be "converted in a dramatic moment 

. . . to expiate his sins by services to the Revolution."^-^ 

This kind of plot, says Van Doren, "could not have made The 

Red Rover one of Cooper's best tales . . . the excitement 

is less sustained than in The Pilot, but portions of the 

narrative, particularly those dealing with storms, are 

tremendous."^^ A. H. Quinn describes Captain Heidegger as 

"a tribute to the perennial interest in the gentlemanly 

pirate. The Red Rover . .' . is a mysterious being, a 

copy . . . of the Pilot, and an example of that moral con-

25 
trast which has its general appeal." -̂  Edward Wagenknecht 
calls the Rover "a gentleman pirate more sinned against 

of. 

than sinning." And V/arren S. Walker pictures him as 

"an entirely fictitious hero-villain of Byronic proportions," 

who "moves from the British to the Patriot side by way of 

piracy, atoning for this unethical course in the end by 

losing his life gallantly to secure a naval victory for 

^^Van Doren, p. 31. 

^3Van Doren, p. 31. 

2^Van Doren, pp. 31-32. 

2 ̂  
•̂ Arthur Hobson Quinn, American Fiction (New York: 

Appleton-Century, 1936), p. 66. 
^Edward Wagenknecht, Cavalcade of the American 

Novel (New York: Henry Holt, 1952), p. 18. 
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the Republic." ' Kay Seymour House says that the Rover, 

v/ho is "one of Cooper's most popular captains . . . has 

28 
certain of Jones's romantic characteristics." House 

describes the Rover as a "typical swashbuckler (naturally 

good but apparently evil). . . ." ̂  House, too, notes 

certain similarities between Captain Heidegger and the 

Pilot; 

'Red Rover' is the pseudonym of a Captain Heidegger, 
a native of the American Colonies, who (like Jones) 
presents himself as a victim of English injustice 
and who has also become a citizen of the world. Un
like Jones, however, he is alienated for a real, not 
fancied reason; he has v/ounded (presumably killed) a 
British officer who cursed the colonies. Consequently, 
his heart has a home even though his humor chooses 
the flag his ship flies.30 

Thomas Philbrick clearly identifies the Ro'ŷ er's 

Byronism and treats the matter at some length in the 

second chapter of his James Fenimore Cooper and the Devel-

opmient of American Sea Fiction; 

. . . Cooper's hero is not only the amorous captain 
of classical romance, but the noble outcast, the 
aloof and inscrutable superman, the passionate, 
guilt-ridden sufferer of Byron and his imitators.31 

'̂̂ V/alker, p. 65. 

^ Kay Seymour House, Cooper's Americans (Columbus: 
Ohio State University. Press, 1965), p. 192. 

^^House, p. 192. 

^^House, p. 193. 

^•^Philbrick, p. 61. 
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Donald A. Ringe cites the Rover's Byronic-Noble Outlaw 

characteristics as being a major v/eakness in the novel. 

Although Cooper "charms" the reader with his portrait of an 

"attractive rogue," he is not "content" to let the book 

go as "pleasant fantasy." He seems compelled to give a 

"reasonable explanation" of the Rover's appeal; "we are 

seriously told that the Rover became a pirate because, 

while serving in the British navy, he had fought and killed 

his captain who had insulted the Colonies . . . and he 

redeems himself finally by his death in a naval engage

ment in the Revolutionary War."-̂  According to Ringe, 

"if we take this as seriously as Cooper presents it, we 

are drawn to the conclusion that piracy is justified if 

the motives are properly patriotic!"33 Aside from this 

flav/, says Ringe, "we can still consider The Red Rover, 

in Brady's words, as a 'gay sea pastoral' in which 

romantic adventure is its sole excuse for being."^^ 

32 
^ Donald A. Ringe, James Fenimore Cooper (New York: 

Twayne, 1962), p. 49. 
-̂ R̂inge, p. 32. 

-^^Ringe, p. 49. Ringe refers to C. A. Brady, "Myth-
Maker and Christian Romancer," American Classics Recon
sidered, ed. H. C. Gardiner (New York; Scribner's, 1958), 
p. 75. The original passage reads; 

"Except for an absurd conclusion. Cooper's touch 
here, in this gay sea pastoral, is light and sure, 
and permits one to match Cooper against literature's 
great romancers, several of whom have long since 
surpassed him in the lists of pure romance." 
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Perhaps Ringe's estimate of The Red Rover aids in 

explaining why Captain Heidegger, whose Byronism has been 

cited by critics, seems to have escaped much of the censure 

heaped upon the Byronic characteristics of the Pilot. 

The Rover is certainly Byronic, and, like Mr. Gray, bears 

some resemblance to the very first Byronic Hero, Childe 

Harold. Harold has a brow marked by "gravel lines austere,/ 

and tranquil sterness, which had ta'en the place/Of feel

ings fierier far but less severe. . . ."^5 J^Q^ always 

melancholy, occasionally joy "would steal with transient 

grace" across his face.36 The Rover's face reveals the 

same look of burnt-out passion: 

His eye no longer lighted with those glimmerings 
of wayward and sarcastic htimor in which he loved 
occasionally to indulge, but its expression be
came settled and austere. His mind had relapsed 
into one of those brooding reveries that so often 
obscrued his mien. . . .37 

The Childe and the Rover both accept full responsibility 

for their individual actions. Harold acknowledges that 

"The thorns which I have reapM are of the tree/l planted: 

they have torn me and I bleed. . . ."3° The Rover echoes 

35George Gordon, Lord Byron, The Poetical Works of 
Lord Byron (London: Oxford University Press, I960), p. 216. 

^^Byron, p. 216. 

3'̂ James Fenimore Cooper, The Red Rover (New York: 
W. A. Tovmsend, 1859), pp. 324-325. 

^°Byron, p. 228. 
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Harold's confession; "I have purchased this distrust from 

39 

all of my species, and dearly must the penalty be paid I" 

Although the Rover does resemble Childe Harold, 

he can be much more easily compared to another kind of 

Byronic Hero. Peter Thorslev's delineation of the Noble 

Outlaw, as he is found in Byron's Tales. could easily have 

been derived from a study of Cooper's Red Rover; 

First . . . the Noble Outlaw is invariably fiery, 
passionate and heroic; he is in the true sense 
bigger than the life around him. . . . the Noble 
Outlav/ usually appears as the leader of a group of 
comrades of undying loyalty. V/ithin this society 
in miniature, he is a "natural" leader, owing his 
position neither to hereditary rank alone nor, 
of course, to popular election; his authority is 
unquestioned, and is as integral a part of his 
person as his commanding voice or his all-seeing, 
dark, and terrifying eyes. . . . his "bitter 
smile" is infrequent but unforgettable. . . . 
. , . The hero is dogged eternally by secret sins 
(usually, however, more than half forgiven by the 
indulgent reader), and he is filled with a high-
souled and hidden remorse which flashes forth 
in occasional quick bursts of temper, or of kind
ness. The Noble Outlaw is also largely a sym
pathetic character . . . his rebellion is . . . 
always given a plausible motive. He is also in
variably courteous toward women. . . . He is 
. . . a creature of action, of impulse, even of 
instinct . . . a striking figure, certainly, and, 
in a dashing way, an attractive figure.'^0 

A few minor changes in Thorslev's passage would result in 

a vivid and quite accurate description of Cooper's own 

3"Cooper, p. 455. 

^ Peter Thorslev, The Byronic Hero (Minneapolis; 
University of T^nnesota Press, 1962), pp. 68-70, I50, I64. 
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Noble Outlaw, Captain Heidegger. 

The Red Rover not only fits Thorslev's twentieth-

century definition of a Noble Outlaw, but he also bears a 

striking resemblance to each of Byron's four best-kno^m 

original Noble Outlaws: the Giaour; Selim, from The Bride 

of Abydos: Conrad, from The Corsair; and Lara. The Giaour 

is recognized by his "pallid brow" and the "evil eye."^"^ 

The Rover's brow resembles "faded marble" and he possesses 

a soul-piercing eye.^^ Like Selim (and the Pilot) the 

Rover is sometimes inclined to be contemplative; 

With his arms folded on his breast and his eyes 
fastened on the placid sea, he stood motionless 
as the mast near which he had placed his person.^3 

But a renegade or pirate chief, however thoughtful, must 

be armed to meet the danger and violence invevitable in 

his life. Thus from Selim's hips "pistols unadorned were 

braced;/And from his belt a sabre svning. . . . "^^ One of 

the Giaour's enemies is armed "with arquebuss and ataghan" 

^^Byron, p. 258. 

^^Cooper, pp. 336, 409. 

^3cooper, p. 334. 

44Byron, p. 257. 
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and carries in his belt "the scimitar/Stain'd with the 

best of Arnaut blood. . . . " The brace of pistols "which 

his girdle bore/V/ere those that once a pasha wore. . . ."^5 

Similarly the Byronic Rover " . . . v/ore his pistols openly 

in a leathern belt. . ." while "one hand rested on the 

hilt of a yatagan, which, by the crimson drops that flov/ed 

along its curved blade, had evidentally done fatal service 

in the fray. . . ."^^ In a note appended to The Giaour. 

Byron describes the ataghan as "a long dagger worn with 

pistols in the belt, in a metal scabbard, generally of 

silver; and, among the wealthier, gilt, or of gold."^' 

In appearance, character and personality, as Thomas 

Philbrick has noted, the Rover most closely resembles 

Conrad, Byron's ovm pirate chief and hero of The Corsair:^ 

In Conrad's form seems little to admire. 
Though his dark eyebrow shades a glance of fire: 
Robust but not Herculean to the sight 
No giant frame sets forth his common height; 
Yet, in the whole, who paused to look again, 
Sav/ more than marks the crov/d of vulgar men; 

Sun-burnt his cheek, his forehead high and pale 
The sable curls in wild profusion veil; 
And oft perforce his rising lip reveals 
The haughtier thoughts it curbs, but scarce 

conceals.^9 

^5Byron, p. 257. 

^^Cooper, pp. 307, 494. 

^'^Byron, p. 891. 

^^Philbrick, pp. 61-62. 

^^Byron, p. 280. 

-—'•>-



Cooper introduces the Rover ;̂ ith a description that is, 

except for a matter of style, almost identical to Byron's 

picture of Conrad; 

His person v/as slight, but it afforded the promise 
of exceeding agility, and even of vigour, espe
cially v/hen contrasted v/ith his stature, v/hich 
v/as scarcely equal to the medium height of man. 
His skin had been dazzling as that of v/om.an, 
though a deep red, v/hich had taken possession 
of the lower lineaments of his face, and v/hich 
was particularly conspicuous on the outline of a 
fine aquiline nose, served LO destroy all appear
ance of effeminacy. His hair was, like his com
plexion, fair, and fell about his temples in rich, 
glossy, and exuberant curls. His mouth and chin 
were beautiful in their formation; but the former 
v/as a little scornful, and the two together bore 
a decided character of voluptousness. The eye 
was blue, full without being prominent, and, 
though in common placid and even soft, there were 
moments v/hen it seemed a little unsettled and 
wild.50 

The faces of both reveal the interworkings of passionate 

natures. Conrad's features "at times attracted, yet per

plex 'd the view,/As if within that murkiness of mind/ 

V/ork'd feelings fearful, and yet undefined. . , ."^ 

Likewise the Rover's " . . . lips moved; smiled, and dark 

shades of thought, in turn, chased each other from his 

speaking countenance, which betrayed all the sudden and 

violent changes that denoted the workings of a busy 

52 
spirit within." 

50cooper, p. 40. 

5^Byron, pp. 280-281. 

52cooper, p. Ill, 
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The characters of the Corsair and the Red Rover are 

also notably similar. Conrad possesses "the skill, when 

Cunning's gaze would seek/To probe his heart and watch his 

changing cheek,/At once the observer's purpose to espy,/ 

And on himself roll back his scrutiny. . . ."^^ Captain 

Heidegger, with his "penetrating . . . glances" can "read 

the countenance of his associates," but "none can look" 

into his "secret heart."^^ Both pirates are natural lead

ers who rule their rough followers with unquestioned 

authority. Conrad's "name appals the fiercest of his 

crew . . . all obey . . . " and non "dare question aught 

that he decides."^^ The Rover is pictured as one "who 

never ordered in vain; and who knew how to guide, to 

quell, or to mount and trample on their humours, as his 

ovm pleasure dictated."5^ At sea Conrad's ship flies 

"the blood red signal" and the Rover likewise prefers 

". . .a deep, blood-red field, without relief or orna

ment of any sort. . . »"^' Philbrick has noted that 

"although the pirates of Cooper and Byron are cruel and 

^^Byron, p. 281 

^^Cooper, pp. 99, 363. 

^^Byron, pp. 279-280. 

^°Cooper, p. 508. 

'̂̂ Byron, p. 279. Cooper, p. 102. 
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implacable in their hatreds, neither v/as born evil; both 

suffer from "thwarted ambition."^^ The Rover turns out

law after an injustice dealt him by the British navy, 

while Conrad also has been "warped by the world in Dis

appointment's school."^9 And finally, both Conrad and 

Captain Heidegger have that innate sensibility which 

renders them ultimately sympathetic. Conrad'risks certain 

defeat in battle because " . . . Heaven will not forgive/ 

If at my word the helpless cease to live. . . ." The 

Rover, too, "bore the character of one who, while he 

declared himself the enemy of all, knew how to distin

guish between the weak and the strong, and who often 

found as much gratification in repairing the wrongs of 

the former as in humbling the pride of the latter." 

Captain Heidegger is truly a Byronic Noble Outlaw. 

He not only fits Thorslev's requirements for the com

posite picture, but his resemblance to Byron's ovm indi

vidual Outlaws is unmistakable. However, the Byronic 

influences on The Red Rover do not end with the physical 

appearance and character of the Rover; they extend in 

many directions throughout the seagoing world and society 

5^Philbrick, p. 62. 

^^Cooper, pp. 355-356. Byron, pp. 281, 285. 

^^Byron, p. 289. 

^-^Cooper, p. 384. 

td^ 
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of the pirate chief. In The Bride of Aovdas. Selim, who 

is Byron's first pirate chief, describes his fugitive band 

'?is true, they are a lav/less breed. 
But rough in form, nor mild in mood; 
And every creed, and every race, 
V/ith them hath found may find a place; 
But open speech, and ready hand, 
Obedience to their chief's command: 
A soul for every enterprise, 
That never sees v/ith terror's eyes; 
Friendship for each, and faith to all, 
And vengeance vow'd for those v/ho fall. 
Have made them fitting instruments/-^ 
For more than ev'n my own intents. 

Cooper transfers this outlaw company from the pages of 

Byron's "Tale" to the decks of the Rover's ship with al

most no changes: 

The crew of the Dolphin had been chosen . . . from 
among all the different people of the Christian 
world. There was not a maritime nation in Europe 
v/hich had not its representative among that band 
of turbulent and desperate spirits. . . . All had 
been fitted, by lives of wild adventure on the 
two elements, for their present lav/less pursuits; 
and, directed by the mind which had knovm how to 
obtain and to continue its despotic ascendency [sic] 
over their efforts, they truly formed a most 
dangerous and . . . a resistless crew.^3 

Like Selim, the Rover is quite proud of his lawless fol-

lov/ers; he smiles "in exultation" as he watches "the in

difference, or fierce joy, which different individuals 

^^Byron, p. 272. 

"^Cooper, p. 416. 



. . 

59 

. exhibited at the appearance of an approaching con

flict. "^^ 

Another Byronic device which Thorslev finds appear

ing briefly for the first time in The Giaour is the "lady 

disguised as a page."°^ Byron expanded the role in Lara 

and introduced Kaled, Lara's young and strangely devoted 

servant: 

Light was his form, and darkly delicate 
That brow where on his native sun had sate. 
But had not marr'd, though in his beams he grew. 
The cheek where oft the unbidden blush shone 
through. . . ."oo 

Seemingly of "higher birth" than his position would in

dicate, Kaled's "femininely white" hands and "smooth cheek" 

hint that he is not what he seems. His black, long-lashed, 

melancholy-yet-proud eyes "for hours on Lara . . . would 

. . . glance. . . ,^^ ' Kaled steadfastly follov/s Lara 

even into dangerous and perilous situations. After Lara 

has been mortally wounded in battle and lies dying: 

He clasps the hand that pang which would assuage. 
And sadiy smiles his thanks to that dark page. 
Who nothing fears, nor feels, nor heeds, nor sees, 
Save that damp brow which rests upon his knees; 

^^Cooper, p. 416. 

^Thorslev, p. I50. 

Byron, p. 310. 

^^Byron, p. 310. 
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Save that pale aspect, where the eye, though dim 
Held all the light that shone on earth for him.o^ 

The Rover is also served by a devoted, disguised page. 

Roderick, like Kaled, is physically light and delicate with 

sunbrowned cheek on which tell-tale blushes steal. He was 

not "born to fill the station" in which he serves, and his 

"feet that were so delicate . . . they seemed barely able 

to uphold him" betray his true gender to the governess, 

69 

Mrs. V/illys. Roderick, too, possesses the proud-yet-

melancholy eyes which are framed by "long and silken" lashes, 

and like his Byronic predecessor, he follows Captain Heidegger 

into danger. V/hen the disguised Rover pays a social visit 

to a British ship which is on a mission to secure his 

capture, Roderick alone accompanies him.'^ V/hen the Rover 

renounces his outlaw career and sails off to destroy the 

71 

Dolphin. Roderick again is his only companion.' And at 

the conclusion of the novel, Roderick, who has cast off the 

disguise, tenderly nurses the dying Rover after he has 

been wounded in a Revolutionary War battle.'^^ Even in 

dying the Rover is typically Byronic and his death 

^^Byron, p. 316. 

^^cooper, pp. 94, 360, 363. 
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'Cooper, p. 437. 

'Cooper, p. 513. 

'̂ '̂ Cooper, p. 515-519. 
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follows a pattern set forth by Byron in The Giaour; 

Yet died he by a stranger's hand. 
And stranger in his native land; 
Yet died he as in arms he stood. . . .'3 

Cooper was kinder to his hero, at least during his last 

hours; for the Rover dies after a dramatic reunion with 

his long-lost sister and her family.''̂ ^ 

Thus far the Byronism in The Red Rover has been 

traced from Childe Harold through the four "Tales." But 

Cooper had yet another Byronic work to lead him. In 

furnishing the Red Rover's cabin, he seems to have taken 

a lesson in interior decorating from Don Juan.'5 Captain 

Heidegger's cabin was of "the usual size and arrangements," 

but "its furniture and equipments" exhibited exotic luxury. 

A highly-polished, mahogany table with "gilded claws and 

carved supporters," a blue satin divan from Asia piled 

high with pillows, and a velvet covered couch occupied 

most of the floor space in the cabin. Besides these 

"prominent articles" the room also held "cut-glass mirrors, 

plate, and even hangings; each of which, by something 

peculiar in its fashion or materials bespoke an origin 

different from that of its neighbor. ""̂ ^ In Don Juan 

'^3Byron, p. 259. 

'7^Cooper, pp. 520-522. 

'^^Philbrick, p. 62. 

'''̂ Cooper, p. 91. 
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the hall of the pirate chief Lambro is furnished in a 

correspondingly luxurious manner; "The hangings of the 

room were tapestry, made/Of velvet panels, each of dif

ferent hue. . . ."'̂'7 Crimson satin carpets the feet of 

Juan and Haidee, while the sofa on v/hich they lounge fea

tures scarlet velvet cushions. Like the Rover's cabin 

"there was no want of lofty mirrors," and the tables of 

inlaid ivory, tortoise shell or rare woods were "fretted 

with gold or silver. . . . "'̂ ^ The overall effect of the 

Rover's cabin closely approximates that of the harem room 

depicted in Canto V of Don Juan, of which Byron says that 

"wealth had done wonders taste not much. . . ."'^^ 

Cooper repeats this sentiment with regard to the Rover's 

quarters in which " . . . splendour and elegance seemed to 

have been much more consulted than propiety or taste. . 

,r80 

Thus the origins of the "persistent strains of 

Byronism" that run through The Red Rover and its mani

festations in the character of the novel's hero have been 

traced from Childe Harold, the "Turkish Tales" and Don 

Juan through appraisals by leading critics and scholars.°-^ 

'̂ '7Byron, p. 692. 

'^^Byron, p. 693-

'^^Byron, p. 722. 

^^Cooper, p. 92. 

^•^Philbrick, p. 61. 
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It seems ironic that the Pilot should be so heartily dis

liked for his Byronic characteristics while the Red Rover, 

who is so much more Byronic in comparison, should have 

escaped Mr. Gray's unforttmate fate. Byronic as he is, 

however. Captain Heidegger was blessed with advantages 

which Cooper denied the Pilot. The Rover, first of all, 

is captain of his ovm vessel, and his authority and abili

ties are unchallenged; he is not forced to "borrow" a 

ship and crew in order to demonstrate his leadership 

capabilities and to display his nautical talents. There 

is no Long Tom Coffin with whom to compete for literary 

fame and glory. The Rover does not have to deal with the 

likes of an Alice Dunscombe; his loved one is completely 

devoted to him and obeys his every wish and whim without 

question. The Red Rover is, like his Byronic ancestors 

and unlike the Pilot, the undisputed star of his novel's 

stage. The final key to the Rover's popularity may have 

been written by Cooper himself when he defended his heroic 

choice in his Notions of the Americans which was published 

shortly after The Red Rover: 

The privateers of this hemisphere were always con
spicuous in the colonial contests; and they were 
then, as they have always been since, of a char
acter for order and chivalry that ought not to 
be too confidently expected from a class of ad
venturers who professedly take up arms for an 
object so little justifiable, and perhaps so 
ignoble, as gain. But men of a stamp altogether 
superior to the privateersman of Europe were in
duced, by the peculiar situation of their country, 
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to embark in these doubtful military enterprises 
in America. There was no regular service in v/hich 
to show their martial qualities; and those among 
them who felt a longing for the hazards and ad
ventures of naval warfare, were obliged to hoist 
those semi-chivalrous flags, or to stay at home.°2 

So the Red Rover hoisted his "blood red" flag and set sail 

into literary history. For readers then and now v/ho en

counter excitement and adventure vicariously, he provided, 

and should continue to provide, a stirring experience. 

82 
James Fenimore Cooper, Notions of the Americans: 

Picked Up By a Travelling Bachelor, Vol. II (Philadelphia 
Carey, Lea and Carey, 1828), pp. 62-63. 

-̂u 



CHAPTER IV 

THE WATER-WITCH; COOPER'S 

BYRONISM AT FULL TIDE 

The V/ater-Witch: or. The Skimmer of the Seas was the 

third of Cooper's sea novels written and the second to be 

completed during his extended tour of Europe. The Red 

Rover had been completed in France; The V/ater-V/itch was 

written during a stay in Italy. It was begun in 1829 while 

the Coopers were spending the autumn months at a villa in 

Sorrento. The family then moved to Rome for the winter 

and the novel was finished there. Henry Boynton reports 

that Cooper "was not indifferent to the present glories 

of Rome"; St. Peter's and the ruins impressed him 

mightily. Nathalia V/right finds evidence of Cooper's 

fondness for Italy in the novel itself; 

The name of the heroine [Eudora], meaning "good 
gift" reflects his feeling for that country, and 
the title vessel is an embodiment of the "witch
ing", as Cooper often called it, of the scene at 
the Bay of Naples.-^ 

In addition the "sudden appearances and disappearances" 

of the ship, its mysterious green figurehead, and its 

1Henry W. Boynton, James Fenimore Cooper (New York: 
Century, 1931), p. 202. 

^Nathalia Wright, Amr-rican Novelists in Italy 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1965), 
p. 126. 
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"peculiar union of the characteristics of a brig and a 

schooner" are depicted by Cooper "with reference to 

Italian phenomena. . . ."3 Among the fine goods carried 

in the cargo of the vessel are those from Lombardy, 

Tuscany and Venice.^ 

As favorably inclined as he was toward Italy, in 

the opening pages of The V/ater-Witch Cooper included a 

patriotic passage which praised America while disparaging 

the countries of Europe, including Italy; 

It would seem that, as Nature has given its periods 
to the stages of animal life, it has also set limits 
to all moral and political ascendency. V.hile the 
city of the Medici is receding from its crumbling 
walls, like the human form shrinking into "the lean 
and slippered pantaloon," the Queen of the Adriatic 
sleeping on her muddy isles, and Rome itself is 
only to be traced by fallen temples and buried 
columns, the youthful vigor of America is fast 
covering the wilds of the West with the happiest 
fruits of human industry.5 

The Roman censor who was in charge of granting permits to 

print took offense at these remarks, and finding Cooper 

3V/right, p. 126. 

^James Fenimore Cooper, The Water-V/itch (New York 
W. A. Tovmsend, i860), p. 117-119. 

-^Cooper, p. 10. —While abroad. Cooper was always 
an outspoken champion of America and the democratic way 
of life. His pro-American, anti-European remarks in The 
V/ater-V/itch (1830) herald the controlling theme of his 
next three novels; The Bravo (1831), The Heidenmauer 
(1832), and The Headsman (1833). Each of these novels 
concerns an episode in European history at which demo
cratic and despotic forces are in conflict, and each 
"illustrates the superior morality of democracy. 
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unwilling to change them, denied the permit. So The V/ater-

Witch was initially released from Dresden, Germany, in 

1830, some months after it was completed.^ The American 

version was published shortly thereafter in Philadelphia.'^ 

In this third sea novel Cooper continued to feature 

the sea as a setting for his action; the ratio of chapters 

of action on land to chapters of action on board ship in 

The V/ater-V/itch is four to three. Cooper also made much 

use of fantasy and the supernatural, to such an extent 

that this novel is considered his most imaginative work. 

But compared to The Pilot and The Red Rover, the novel was 

not particularly successful. Cooper himself, in a later 

preface, commented on the novel's lack of success: 

It was a bold attempt to lay the scene of a work 
like this, on the coast of America. We have had 
our Buccaneers on the water, and our Witches on 
the land, but we believe this is the first oc
casion on v/hich the rule has been reversed. After 
an experience that has now lasted more than twenty 
years, the result has shown that the public prefer 
the original order of things. In other words, 
the book has proved a comparative failure.9 

Boynton, p . 203 . 

'Boynton, p . 2 0 3 . 

^Thomas P h i l b r i c k , James Fenimore Cooper and t he 
Development of American S e a ^ i c t i o n (Cambridge: Harvard 
U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s , 1961) , p . 294. 

"Cooper, p . v i i . 
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Although there may be truth in Cooper's explanation, some 

critics have ascribed other reasons for the books's fail

ure. 0. W. B. Peabody, in an early review for the North 

/'.merican Reviev/. found the novel's "family-likeness . . . 

rather too strong to some of the preceding productions of 

its author. . . ."^0 j ^ addition Peabody states that Tom 

Tiller, the novel's hero, is "a bold, adventurous and 

skilfull seaman, and nothing more. . . ."-̂-̂  Tiller, like 

the Pilot and the Red Rover, does not leave "any great 

impression on the mind of the reader.'̂ ^̂  L. H. Vincent 

considers the story of The Water-V/itch "fantastic and 

melodramatic," and the dialogue "stilted, even for Cooper. "̂ 3 

Compared to The Red Rover, continues Vincent, "a romance 

like The V/ater-V/itch is hard reading. "^^ John Erskine 

agrees with Peabody's evaluation of the novel; 

Evidently it is a tame replica of The Red Rover, 
v/ith the substitution of a smuggler, the Simmer 
[sic] of the Seas, for the pirate. There is the 

'̂̂ Oliver W. B. Peabody, "The V/ater Witch," North 
American Review. XXXII (April, 1831), p. 523. 

-̂ •̂ Peabody, p. 523. 

^^Peabody, p. 519. 

-̂ Leon H. Vincent, American Literary Masters (Boston; 
Houghton Mfflin, 1906), p. 85-86. 

^Vincent, p. 86. 
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same phenomenally fast and graceful outlaw ship, 
the same magic in its handling, a secret rela
tionship to be discovered in the final chapter, 
and a girl in love with the outlaw, disguised 
in his ship as a youth.15 

To Erskine the "main interest" in the novel lies in Tiller's 

"skill in eluding his pursuers, at seas and in the harbor 

v/aters of New York."-^^ This interest is lessened, hov/ever, 

by the "mummery which is meant to wrap the outlaw's ship 

in mystery."^' 

Among more recent critics are those who still agree 

with Peabody's criticism. Kay Seymour House dismisses 

Tom Tiller as simply a reworking of the Red Rover's char-

acter. ° C. A. Brady calls The V/ater-V/itch "an inferior 

Red Rover, full, like its predecessor, of cavorting a, la 

19 Douglas Fairbanks, rendered exciting. . . ." ^ To 

Donald A. Ringe The Water-V/itch. like The Red Rover. 

suffers from Cooper's attempts to "justify his outlaws 

through illegitimate appeals to the patriotism of his 

5John Erskine, Leading American Novelists (New 
York: Henry Holt, 1910), p. 93. 

^^Erskine, p. 94. 

•^'Erskine, p. 94. 

13 
Kay Seymour House, Cooper's Americans (Coltmibus; 

Ohio State University Press, 1965), p. 192. 
^^C. A. Brady, "Myth-Maker and Christian Romancer," 

American Classics Reconsidered, ed. H. C. Gardiner (New 
York: Scribner's, 1958), p. 75. 
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readers. "̂"-̂  Tom Tiller, "as Cooper would have us believe," 

is a smuggler "only because the British laws for colonial 

commerce are so unjust. "̂ -̂  But according to Ringe this 

appeal is not the primary fault in the novel: 

Much more serious is the complicated apparatus of 
supernatural trappings that invest the ship: a 
glowing figurehead, oracular prophesies, and 
strangely disappearing lights.^2 

As far as Ringe is concerned. Cooper would have done well 

to leave the fantastic alone since "the light touch" was 

never his "forte" and since he was always more successful 

when he "grounded his theme firmly on objective reality."^3 

Cooper himself originated this critical opinion of the 

novel. While he considered it to be "probably the most 

imaginative book ever written by the author," he felt 

its fault lay in "blending too much of the real with the 

purely ideal. " ^ 

Despite Cooper's ovm estimate of The Water-Witch. 

these unfavorable comments do not represent the complete 

picture of criticism on the novel's worth. A. H. Quinn 

regards the chase of the V/ater-V/itch by the Coquette and 

^^Donald A. Ringe, James Fenimore Cooper (New 
York; Twayne, 1962), p. 50. 

^•^Ringe, p. 50. 

^^Ringe, p. 50. 

^3Ringe, p. 50. 

^^Cooper, p. vii. 
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the V/itch's later rescue of the British ship from French 

attack as the "best" scenes in the novel, and he remarks 

that "this note of 'blood is thicker than water' was 

struck more than once by Cooper and was usually effective."25 

Nathalia V/right calls the novel "the most lighthearted 

and the most imaginative" of all of Cooper's works, and 

"for all its echoes of The Red Rover" both of these char

acteristics are due primarily to "Cooper's experiences in 

Italy. "^^ William H. Bonner considers The V/ater-V/itch 

as Cooper's endeavor to "spin out a story" based on the 

lore of Captain Kidd, which v/as "to him as historical 

novelist the most exciting occurrence in American his

tory." ' In Cooper's hands the legendary Kidd becomes: 

"The Skimmer of the Seas," a half-real, half 
phantom outlaw who lands at will at the Highlands 
in New Jersey, and who magically eludes all pur
suers. His patroness is the V/ater Witch who 
lives aboard his rakish vessel, and who has given 
it her name. Her countenance adorns the figure
head of this strange and mysterious brigantine, and 
a shrine to her is kept, and certain priestly 
rites are observed in the cabin. At moments of 
apparent capture the long graceful, black ship 
(to a description of which Cooper devotes three-
quarters of a page) disappears and nothing is 

^Arthur Hobson Quinn, American Fiction (New York; 
Appleton-Century, 1936), p. 67. 

2^V/right, p. 126. 

27v/illiam H. Bonner, "Cooper and Captain Kidd," 
Modern Language Notes, LXI (1946), p. 26. Also see 
Harold H. Scudder, "Cooper and the Barbary Coast," Pub-
1-i cations of the Modern Language Association, LXII (1947) , 
pp. 184-19^^. This article examines another nautical 
legend, the wreck of the Osv/ego. as a possible source for 
Cooper's Homeward Bound. 

•feta 
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seen but the illuminated countenance of the fair 
witch. Then she too disappears. The small rakish 
hull has become the sym/ooi* of the marine outlav/, 
the picaroon. Cooper's Red Rover commanded such 
a ship and Irving's Dutchman often saw one.28 

Bonner feels that despite Cooper's opinion regarding his 

success in "blending the real v/ith the legendary," The 

V.̂ ater-V/itch is "among the more rather than the less enter

taining of his v/orks despite its stiffness and artifi

ciality." ° Alfred Stanford is one twentieth-century 

critic who finds merit in the use of the supernatural, 

the very area where others, including Cooper, have found 

weakness in the novel; 

From the very beginning of The V/ater-V/itch, like 
a good magician, he contrives a foundation that 
v/ill support the mystery and mood of his charac
ters. The ship is pictured as slight, delicate, 
attuned to light winds and the fine navigation of 
shallow passages. She is sensitive beyond words 
to the touch of her master, the no less super
natural "Skimmer of the Seas".30 

George Snell, commenting on the poetry in Cooper's works, 

states that the "two most 'poetic' of the thirty-three 

31 
novels are The Prairie and The V/ater-Witch."̂ "̂  In 

^^Bonner, p. 24. 

^^Bonner, p. 24. 

30Alfred Stanford, "Cooper," American Writers on 
American Literature, ed. John Macy (New York; Tudor, 
1934), p. 72. 

3lGeorge Snell, The Shapers of American Fiction: 
1798-1947 (New York: Button, 1947), p. 25. 
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comparing the tv/o Snell finds that "for felicity of inven

tion and v/himsical fantasy" the sea novel far outranks its 

country cousin.^^ And Yvor V/inters, while recognizing the 

defects of the novel, states that not only is it ''probably 

Cooper's ablest piece of work," but it is also "certainly 

one of the most brilliant, if scarcely one of the most 

profound, masterpieces of American prose. "-̂ 3 

Even though critical opinions vary with regard to 

the literary achievement of The V/ater-V/itch, it has never 

enjoyed the popular appeal of The Pilot or The Red Rover. 

This seems ironic since The V/ater-V/itch is "marked" by 

"Byronic characteristics" as are the two earlier sea 

novels.3^ Perhaps an examination of the Byronism in the 

work will reveal an explanation of this disparity. 

The Byronic elements in The Water-Witch can be 

traced from Childe Harold through the "Turkish Tales" to 

Don Juan, which would perhaps indicate that the similarity 

between this novel and The Red Rover noted by some critics 

is well founded, for the Byronism in the latter has been 

traced through the same Byronic works. William H. Bonner, 

who finds the Skimmer to be the "most interesting and sig

nificant thing" in the novel, describes Tiller as "just 

32snell, p. 25. 

-̂ Ŷvor V:inters, Maule's Curse (Norfolk; New Di
rections, 1938), p. 50. 

^^Philbrick, p. 63. 

-^^L 
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as mild, though not so innocuous, as the Dutchmen of Lust 

in Rust."35 (Lust in Rust, Van Beverout's seaside villa, 

was located on Stated Island.) Bonner elaborates on this 

characteristic of Tiller's; 

Mildness in mien and manner in conjunction with 
cool daring and outlawry, Coopsr asserts, is often 
to be found in "the most desperate and self-willed 
men." The Pilot and The Red Rover present the 
same general type strong men physically and 
mentally, fully capable of their command, but given 
to speculative, melancholy, poetic moods.3^ 

In truth Tom Tiller does resemble Captain Heidegger in 

some respects; both are outlaws, sea captains and Byronic 

Heroes. But while the Red Rover bears a resemblance 

to some of Byron's heroes, the Skimmer of the Seas bears a 

resemblance both to these and to still other Byronic pro

tagonists as well. Appropriately, like the Pilot and the 

Rover before him, the Skimmer shares certain traits with 

Childe Harold, the first of the Byronic Heroes. His face 

at times reflects the look of burnt-out passion that marks 

Harold's brow; "regret and even sorrow" blend with the 

"natural or assumed recklessness of the smuggler's air and 

language."37 And in keeping with the Byronic tradition 

established by Harold, Tiller accepts responsibility for 

his misdeeds: 

35Bonner, p. 26. 

^^Bonner, p. 26. 

^^Cooper, p. 190. 

•~km 
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"I ought not to take your distrust as other than 
excusable," returned the smuggler, evidently 
suppressing a feeling of haughty a.nd wounded 
pride. "The word of a free-trader should have 
little weight in the ears of a queen's officer. 
. . . . I am threatened and pursued I am a 
smuggler and an outlaw; still am I human!"^^ 

In Canto II of Childe Harold Byron wrote that "he that has 

sailed upon the dark blue sea/Has viewed at times, I ween, 

a full fair sight. . . ."^^ The Skimmer echoes those 

feelings when he tells the English captain, Ludlow, that 

he has seen "many wonderful sights . . . on the rolling 

ocean. . . ."^0 

The Skimmer is a smuggler an outlaw and there

fore he quite naturally bears strong resemblance to Byron's 

Noble Outlaws, the Giaour, Selim, and Conrad. In The 

Bride of Abydos Selim loves Zuleika, who has reen reared 

believing he is her brother. Tim Tiller loves Eudora, who 

likewise has been reared thinking him her brother. 

The mistaken identity is revealed in both stories, and 

both heroes are ultimately united with their loves. The 

pirate Selim at one point confesses to Zuleika that "I 

said I was not what I seem'd. . . ."^^ The smuggler, 

38 Cooper, pp. 342, 407. 

39George Gordon, Lord Byron, The Poetical Works of 
Lord Byron (London: Oxford University Press, I960), p. 197. 

^^Cooper, p. 44. 

^^Byron, p. 270. 
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Tiller, tells Captain Ludlow the same thing: "I am not 

altogether what I seem. . . ."^^ Physically the Skimmer 

is almost a copy of Conrad, and Captain Heidegger, the 

Red Rover, except that he is taller and does not have 

curly hair: 

It is scarcely necessary to say, that the stranger 
v/as a son of the ocean. He v/as of a firmly knit 
and active frame, standing exactly six feet in 
his stockings. The shoulders, though square were 
compact, the chest full and high, the limbs round, 
neat, and muscular, the whole indicating a form 
in v/hich strength and activity were apportioned 
with the greatest accuracy. A small bullet head 
was set firmly on its broad foundation, and it 
was thickly covered with a mass of brown hair 
that was already a little grizzled. The face was 
that of a man of thirty, and it was worthy of the 
frame, being manly, bold, decided, and rather 
handsome; though it expressed little more than 
high daring, perfect coolness, some obstinacy, 
and a'certain degree of contempt for others, that 
its ovmer did not always take the trouble to 
conceal. The color was a rich, deep, and uniform 
red, such as much exposure is apt to give to men ,-
whose complexions are by nature light and florid.̂ -̂  

Tiller also has something in common with a later Byronic 

character, Beppo the Venetian, who is "sunburnt with 

travel . . ." and who is "a person both of sense and 

vigour / A better seaman never yet did man yard. . . ."^^ 

Byron's Outlaws all possess a look of commanding authority 

^ Cooper, p. 74. 

^3cooper, p. 38. 

^^Byron, p. 627. 
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manifested in their "all-seeing eyes." He writes of the 

Giaour that "oft will his glance the gazer rue/For in it 

lurks that nameless spell,/V/hich speaks, itself unspeak

able,/A spirit . . . that claims and keeps ascendency. 

. . ."̂ -̂  Tom Tiller has an "audacious eye and calm mien" 

which imparts "something that was imposing, if it was not 

absolutely authoritative."^^ Like Conrad the Byronic 

Skimmer is proud and pleased with his unlawful band of 

followers, and he maintains unquestioned authority over 

them; 

A group of grave and submissive mariners gathered 
about the "Skimmer of the Seas" at the sound of 
his voice. Glancing an eye over them, as if to 
scan their quality and number, he smiled with a 
look in which high daring and practised self-
command were blended with a constitutional gaite 
de coeur.^' 

This air of authority breeds a kind of contempt for others 

Byron explains this trait in a description of Conrad; 

He knew himself a villain but he deem'd 
The rest no better than the thing he seem'd; 
And scorned the best as hypocrites who hid 
Those deeds the bolder spirit plainly did. 
He knew himself detested, but he knew 
The hearts that .loath'd him, crouch'd and 
dreaded too.^^ 

^5Byron, p. 260. 

^^Cooper, p. 67. 

^^cooper, p. 424. 

^^Byron, p. 281. 
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Tom Tiller also exhibits this manner of disdain: 

The Skimjner scarce deemed it necessary to conceal 
the contempt that caused his lip to curl, v/hile 
the other was endeavoring to mystify his cupidity; 
when the speaker was done, he merely expressed an 
assent by a slight inclination of the head. The 
ex-governor saw that his attempt was fruitless, 
and, by relinquishing his masquerade, and yielding 
more to his natural propensities and tastes, he 
succeeded better.^9 

Byron's admiration and affection for the sea and the ships 

that sail the seas is reflected in a passage from The 

Corsair in which Conrad's vessel is described: 

She walks the waters like a thing of life. 
And seems to dare the elements to strife. 
\'Iho would not brave the battle-fire, the wreck. 
To move the monarch of her peopled deck?50 

Cooper's description of the V/ater-Witch closely parallels 

Byron's picture; 

It has been said that the hull of this celebrated 
smuggler was low, dark, moulded with exquisite 
art, and so justly balanced as to ride upon its 
element like a sea fowl.51 

Tom Tiller is justly proud of his vessel and he cannot re

frain from boasting of her prowess to the English officer 

who has been assigned to capture her. He tells Ludlow that 

^^cooper, p. 351. 

50Byron, p. 279. 

5-^Cooper, p. 168. 
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his brigantine is a "remarkable vessel" and that "her 

equal . . . for beauty or speed" cannot be found on the 

ocean.52 

Just as the Giaour, Lara, and the Red Rover were 

served by young women disguised as men, so, too, is the 

Skimmer. In The V/ater-V/itch. however. Cooper has expanded 

this role to such an extent that for a portion of the novel 

many of the characters, and the unsuspecting reader, are 

not certain whether the "Skimmer of the Seas" is Tom 

Tiller or the masquerading Master Seadrift. Further con

fusion is added to this situation because the disguised 

Seadrift himself (herself), exhibits several characteristics 

of the Byronic Hero. As Seadrift, Eudora is armed in a 

typically Byronic manner with two "small and richly 

mounted pistols" strapped to her waist, plus a "curiously 

carved Asiatic dagger" which is seen "projecting rather 

ostentatiously from between the folds of the upper gar

ment. "^^ Seadrift possesses the "quick dark eye" that 

seems "to fathom all. . . ."^^ The eyes are also endowed 

with the "fatal power to charm."55 Seadrift has ". . .an 

expression of face, in which pleasure vied with evident 

5'̂ Cooper, p. 342. 

53cooper, p. 102. 

5^Cooper, p. 104. 

55cooper, p. 105. 



80 

and touching melancholy."5^ When welcoming the Dutchmen, 

Van Beverout and Van Staats, and Captain Ludlow aboard 

the V/ater-Witch. Seadrift "bowed with entire self-posses

sion to his guests" while his face "was lighted with a 

smile that seemed to betray melancholy, no less than 

courtesy. "57 This erstv/hile Skimmer regards his guests 

with yet another Byronic expression: "there was momen

tarily contempt on the lip of the handsome smuggler, but 

it disappeared in an expression of evident and painful 

sadness."5o These pictures of Seadrift suggest strong 

resemblances to such Byronic Heroes as Childe Harold, the 

Giaour, Selim and Conrad. Physically Seadrift/Eudora 

resembles several of Byron's ovm females. Gulnare, from 

The Corsair, who becomes Kaled in Lara, is such a female 

59 "with eye so dark, and cheek so fair. . . ."'̂ ^ In Don 

Juan Byron gives this picture of the fair Donna Julia: 

Her eye . . . was large and dark . . . 

Her glossy hair was clustered o'er a brow 
Bright with intelligence, and fair, and smooth; 
Her eyebrow's shape was like the aerial bow. 
Her cheek all purple with the beam of youth, . 
Mounting, at times, to a transparent glow. . . .^^ 

5^Cooper, p. 104. 

57cooper, p. 181. 

5^Cooper, p. 188. 

59Byron, p. 291. 

^*^Byron, p. 643. 
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Juan's first love, Haidee, the daughter of the pirate 

chief, Lambro, follov/s this pattern: 

. . . her eyes 
Were black as death, their lashes the same hue. 
Of downcast length, in whose silken shadow lies 
Deepest attraction, for when to the view 
Forth from its raven fringe the full glance flies, 
N'er with such force the swiftest arrow flew; 
'Tis as the snake late coil'd, who pours his length. 
And hurls at once his venom and his strength.^1 

Cooper's hero/heroine in The V/ater-V/itch. Seadrift/Eudora, 

is of the same general type: 

The stranger v/as one in the very bud of young and 
active manhood. His years could not have exceeded 
two-and-twenty . . . his features . . . shaded by 
a rich brown hue, that in some degree served as 
a foil to a natural complexion, which, though never 
fair, was still clear and blooming. A pair of 
dark, bushy, and jet black silken whiskers, that 
were in singular contrast to eyelashes and brows 
of feminine beauty and softness, aided also in 
giving a decided expression to a face that might 
otherwise have been wanting in some of that char
acter which is thought essential to comliness in 
man. The forehead was smooth and low . . . the 
mouth and lips full. . . . If to these features 
be added a pair of full and brilliant coal-black 
eyes . . . the reader will see at once that the 
privacy of Alida had been invaded by one whose 
personal attractions might . . . have been 
dangerous to the imagination of a female whose 
taste was in some degree influenced by her own 
loveliness.o2 

^-^Byron, p. 674. 

^^Cooper, pp. 101-102. 
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Eudora's devotion to Tiller is as deep and lasting as any 

Byronic mistress'. Even after being united with a father 

and family never known, and faced with the prospects of 

marriage to a rich and influential young Patroon, she for

sakes all for life on the seas with the Skimmer.^3 

Although Tom Tiller is undoubtedly a Noble Outlaw 

(he has the physical traits, the character, the love, and 

the profession), he is not as true to Thorslev's composite 

picture as is the Red Rover, or even Byron's ov/n Outlaws. 

V/illiam Gilmore Simms once wrote that Childe Harold, the 

Giaour, Lara, Manfred and Selim are all "modifications of 

the same character", and that Don Juan is also the same 

person "though in a rather better humour, possibly, from 

the better digestion of the author at the time of writing."^^ 

Perhaps the sunny Italian climate aided Cooper in this same 

manner, for Tom Tiller is a better-humored character than 

either the Pilot or the Red Rover. He is not as contem

plative as his predecessors are inclined to be. He is not 

as consumed by pride and ambition as the Pilot, nor as 

filled with remorse as the Red Rover. He is not "given 

to posing," nor to "throwing his form on a divan and bidding 

^^Cooper, pp. 452-462. 

^̂ V/illiam Gilmore Simjr.s, Views and Reviev/s in Am.eri-
can Literature, History and Fiction, First Series, ed. C. 
Hugh Holman (Cambridge; Harvard University Press, 1962), 
p. 275. 
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music discourse."^5 He is an outlaw, but his illicit 

career is a bloodless one, far removed from the violent 

world of the pirates Conrad and Captain Heidegger. Unlike 

the pirate chiefs whose cutthroat crews are dangerous, 

brutal and merciless. Tiller commands a band of men who 

do not "appear to be those who v/ould find pleasure in 

scenes of violence."°^ Like the crews of the Corsair and 

the Rover, however, Tiller's is composed of "men of dif

ferent countries," but with this group "age and personal 

character seemed to have been more consulted, in their 

selection, than national distinctions." ' Even the cabins 

of the Skimmer's ship show improvement. The description 

of the Red Rover's cabin, in which " . . . splendour and 

elegance seemed to have been much more consulted than 

propiety or taste . . .", resembles passages from Don 

68 Juan. Tiller's cabins are decorated from the same store, 

but with a much more discriminating eye: 

The space between these state-rooms . . . neces
sarily formed a deep alcove, which might be 
separated from the outer portion of the cabin by 
a curtain of crimson damask, that now hung in fes
toons from a beam fashioned into a gilded cornice. 
A luxuriously-looking pile of cushions, covered 

^5vincent, p. ^5-

^^Cooper, p. 172. 

^^Cooper, p. 195. 

°°James Fenim.ore Cooper, The Red Rover (New York; 
V/. A. Tov.T.send, 1859), p. 92. For Byronic precursors 
of this description, see Byron, pp. 692, 693, 722. • 
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v;ith red morocco, lay along the transom, in the 
manner of an eastern divan; and against the bulk
head of each state-room stood an agrippina of 
mahogany, that v/as lined v/ith the same material. 
Neat and tasteful cases for books v/ere suspended 
here and there. . . . The outer portion of the 
cabin was furnished in a similar style. . . . 
It had its agrippina, its piles of cushions, its 
chairs of beautiful wood. . . . There was a 
slight hanging of crimson damask around the v/hole 
apartm.ent; and, here and there, a small mirror was 
let into the bulkheads and ceilings. All the 
other parts were of a rich mahogany, relieved 
by panels of rose-wood, that gave an appearance 
of exquisite finish to the cabin. The floor 50 
was covered v/ith a mat of the finest texture. . . . 

Again reflecting the mildness of the Skimmer's trade, and 

in marked contrast to the Rover's quarters. Tiller's 

cabins and, in fact, the entire ship were "entirely des

titute of arras, not even a pistol or a sword being sus

pended in those places where weapons of that description 
/ 7Q 

are usually seen. . . ."'^ And finally, Tom Tiller 

escapes the fate of most Byronic Heroes, including the 

Pilot and the Red Rover. He does not die within the pages 

of his story. Indeed, The Water-V/itch ends with the 

triumphant Skimmer sailing happily off into the blue with 
71 his beloved Eudora by his side.' 

Adding to Simms' assertion that Don Juan is simply 

a better-humored variation of Byron's earlier heroes, and 

^9cooper, pp. I8O-I8I. 

'Cooper, p. 181. 

' Cooper, p. 462. 
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thus, in a parallel way, r.aking it possible to view Tiller 

as a happier version of Cooper's earlier figures, Peter 

Thorslev describes yet another romantic characteristic 

applicable to the Byronic Hero generally and, by derivation, 

individually; 

It is to the figure of Prometheus . . . that we owe 
the more mature conception of the Byronic Hero. . . . 
All of the Romantic heroes have to a certain extent 
taken on titanic characteristics: the Noble Outlaw 
fought against injustices of society . . . but it 
was Prometheus v/ho became symbolic, through all the 
Romantic Movement, of man in his fight for liberty 
against oppression in all its forms. . . . Prome
theus, then, is the Byronic Hero at his noblest, 
and set in a typically Byronic universe. . . .'2 

Thomas Philbrick has discovered this same Promethean ideal 

in the pages of Cooper's third sea novel: 

In The V/ater-Witch the celebration of the freedom 
offered by the sea reaches its apogee. The brigan
tine becomes the symbol of escape from the op
pression and injustice of organized society. Here 
the brutal elements of the outlaw's life disappear, 
for . . . the crew of the V/ater-V/itch exist in a 
c 
of 

ommunity of love and loyalty. Their life is one 
f change, excitement, and perfect freedom. . . .'3 

Seadrift reflects this spirit in a conversation with 

Captain Ludlow in which she avows that "the scud, which 

floats above the sea, is not freer than that vessel, and 

72 
Peter L. Thorslev, The Byronic Hero (Minneapolis; 

University of Minnesota Press, 1962), pp. 108, 123, 124. 

'73philbrick, pp. 71-72. 
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and scarcely more swift."^^ Tne opening lines of Byron's 

The Corsair might have been written expressly for the crew 

of the V/ater-Witch: 

O'er the glad waters of the dark blue sea, 
Our thoughts as boundless, and our souls as free. 
Far as the breeze can bear, the billows roam. 
Survey our empire, and behold our home 175 

In the end it is Seadrift who utters the last word on the 

"Promethean" right of the outlaws to ply their trade: 

"V/hen governments shall lay their foundations in 
natural justice, when their object shall be to 
remove the temptation to err, instead of creating 
them, and v/hen bodies of men shall feel and ack-
knowledge the responsibilities of individuals 
why, then the V/ater-Witch herself might become a 
revenue-cutter, and her owner an officer of the 
customs.7o 

Thus, Tom Tiller, Seadrift, and the crew of the Water-V/itch 

present for the reader Cooper's rendition of the Byronic 

Hero in his happiest and noblest form. 

V/ith the completion of The V/ater-V/itch Cooper turned 

away from the sea novel for a period of several years. 

V/hen he returned to it once again in I838, "he abandoned 

once and for all the psychology and apparatus of the Byronic 

Hero in favor of more realistic characterizations."'7 

74cooper, p. 125. 

75Byron, p. 278. 

7^Cooper, p. 122. 

'7'̂ Philbrick, p. 63. 



CHAPTER V 

COOPER'S BYRONISM AT EBB TIDE 

The tenth of Cooper's eleven sea novels. Jack Tier. 

enjoyed a rather unusual literary debut for a Cooper v/ork. 

It first appeared before the public as a serial in Graham's 

Magazine, running from November, I846, through Inarch, I848, 

under the title "The Islets of the Gulf; or Rose Budd."-̂  

It was then published in New York as a novel in I848 imder 

the title Jack Tier; or, The Florida Reef, and in Britain 

as Captain Spike; or. The Islets of the Gulf.^ Cooper 

explained the reason for the title change in the Preface 

of the novel; 

The change of name is solely the act of the author, 
and arises from a conviction that the appellation 
given in this publication is more appropriate than 
the one laid aside. The necessity of writing to 
a name, instead of getting it from the incidents 
of the book itself, has been the cause of this 
departure from the ordinary rules.3 

Jack Tier clearly reflects the magazine-serial format 

which Cooper successfully adopted. It is composed of 

^Donald A. Ringe, James Fenimore Cooper (New York 
Twayne, 1962), p. I67. 

^Ringe, p. 167. 

3James Fenimore Cooper, Jack Tier: or The Florida 
Reef (New York: W. A. TovT.send, 1860) , v. 

87 



seventeen chapters, averaging about thirty-three pages 

each. 3y contrast. The Red Rover contains thirty-two chap

ters which average about sixteen pages each. In Jack Tier. 

as Thomas Philbrick has pointed out. Cooper "shapes his 

chapters . . . in neatly turned episodes or ends them 

tantalizingly on a note of high suspense."^ 

In the more than\one hundred years since its pub

lication. Jack Tier has received relatively little criti

cal comment or analysis. Many critics have simply dis

missed it as being just another one of Cooper's later 

works. Of those who have had something to say about it, 

John Erskine states briefly that the novel is "a sea tale 

of the Red Rover type," containing "changes that may be 

imagined" since the "mistress of the Corsair, described as 

a boy, is here represented by the deserted wife of Stephen 

Spike, who . . . adopts the character of Jack Tier. . . ."5 

Henry V/. Boynton finds the novel "in some v/ays a better 

tale than The Red Rover, despite the comic melodrama of 

its ending." Fred Lewis Pattee goes a step further than 

Boynton and asserts that "Jack Tier in sheer story-telling 

^Thomas Philbrick, James Fenimore Cooper and the 
Development of American Sea Fiction (Cambridge; Harvard 
University Press, 1961), p. 203. 

-̂ John Erskine, Leading American Novelists (New 
York; Henry Holt, 1910), p. 119. 

^Henry V/. Boynton, James Fenimore Cooper (New York: 
Century, 1931), p. 390. 
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pov/er" is one of Cooper's "best fictions."7 A. H. Quinn 

considers the novel to be a much better work than The 

.Q^^^e^ (published a year earlier in 1847).^ Quinn also 

believes that while the character of Jack Tier "is not 

great . . . she is one of the figures of Cooper who is 

remembered."9 And, in addition, "Cooper's liberal atti

tude toward Mexico . . . is noteworthy, and the mysterious 

movements of Spike . . . are vividly described."^^ James 

Grossman wrote that Jack Tier "seems to be the realistic 

reworking of an early romance. Red Rover, with borrowing 

from still another romantic tale. The V/ater-V/itch."-̂ -̂  

Thomas Philbrick supports Grossman's point of view, for 

he finds the novel to be "a grab bag of characters and 

12 
incidents gathered from The Red Rover and The Ŵ ater-V/itch." 

Donald A. Ringe introduces his analysis of Jack Tier by 

explaining that the novel is "usually dismissed as merely 

a realistic and inferior reworking of The Red Rover. 

, , ."-̂ ^ From those comments it would seem that Jack Tier 

7Fred Lewis Pattee, The First Century of American 
Literature (New York: Appleton-Century, 1935), p. 341. 

^Arthur Hobson Quinn, American Fiction (New York: 
Appleton-Century, 1936), p. 70. 

^Quinn, p. 70. 

lOQuinn, p. 70. 

•̂ •̂ James Grossman, James Fenimore Cooper (New York: 
Sloane, 1949), p. 225. 

^^Philbrick, p. 204. 

13Ringe, p. 131. 
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is nothing more than a reiteration of Cooper's early sea 

romances v/ith a dash of realism thrown in. It is, and 

it is not. 

V/hen Cooper completed The V/ater-Witch in I83I, he 

turned away from romanticism to attempt a more realistic 

approach to his nautical adventures. His efforts in this 

vein reached a climax with Jack Tier, which is considered 

by many to be the most realistic of all Cooper's works. 

V/arren S. V/alker, in his James Fenimore Cooper: An In

troduction and Interpretation comments on this aspect of 

the novel: 

Perhaps Jack Tier, or. The Florida Reef is the 
most "realistic" of all Cooper's sea tales in the 
sense of presenting a morbid "slice of life." 
For moral decadence, physical brutality on the 
part of supposedly civilized people, for moments 
of sheer horror, there is nothing like it any
where else in Cooper's novels.-^^ 

James Grossman remarks that "the violence is no longer 

off-stage or abstract" in Jack Tier, for the climax of 

the tale involves a "series of cold-blooded killings" 

made all the more atrocious because "they are the act of 

a captain of a ship against his ovm crew and passengers.""^5 

But Jack Tier is more than just a realistic sea novel; 

^V/arren S. V/alker, James Fenir.ore Cooper: An 
Tnjt̂ roduction and Interpretation (New York; Barnes and 
Noble, 1962), p. 66. 

15Grossman, p. 225. 
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It is so filled with evidences of Cooper's com.plete and 

total rejection of romanticism that it ultimately becomes 

an anti-romantif- work. Thomas Philbrick declares that 

"no more bitter rejection of the idealized treatment of 

maritime life exists in Am.erican literature than Cooper's 

penultimate sea novel, Jack Tier. . . .""̂ ^ The novel was 

designed to "immerse the materials" of Cooper's early 

naval romances in a "corrosive bath of realism. "1''' And, 

as Philbrick points out. Cooper wasted no time in present

ing his contrasts: 

The nature of the metamorphosis which these ma
terials undergo in Jack Tier unfolds in the first 
chapter, where Cooper with great sv/iftness and 
precision firmly sets the tone of the novel. The 
opening scene returns to the setting of The V/ater-
V/itch, the waterfront of New York, but in the 
earlier work the harbor is seen through the 
shimmer of a century's perspective, as quaint and 
clean as an antiquarian's reconstruction; here the 
time is the present and the setting is sordidly 
commonplace, dominated by a Dutch beer house, and 
an old wooden wharf. At the wharf lies a brigan
tine, a vessel that, in spite of her beauty, bears 
everywhere about her the marks of age and decay; 
she is a survivor of the V/ar of 1812 and is now 
too old to be insured. Although Cooper had called 
her predecessors the Ariel, the Dolphin, or the 
Vvater-V/itch, he gives her the homely name of 
Molly Swash.1° 

l^Philbrick, p. 203. 

17philbrick, p. 203. 

l^Philbrick, pp. 204-205. 
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His mood set. Cooper then proceedea to v/hat amounted to 

an almost point by point denunciation of the characters 

and devices he used so successfully in his first three 

sea novels. 

The action in The Pilot. The Red Rover, and The 

V/ater-V/itch v/as set upon a nautical stage designed by 

Cooper as a means of exhibiting the romantic adventures 

and noble virtues of his three Byronic Heroes, Mr. Gray, 

Captain Heidegger and Tom Tiller. On this same sort of' 

stage in Jack Tier Cooper introduces Captain Stephen Spike, 

in v/hom the romantic characteristics of the Byronic Hero 

degenerate to the anti-heroic level. Spike v/as "designed 

to give the lie to the Byronic idealization of the nautical 

outlaw," and therefore he represents a burlesque of the 

three earlier heroic types."^" James Grossman points out 

Captain Spike's close ties with the Red Rover; 

Captain Spike, who secretly sells gunpowder to the 
enem.y, during the Mexican War, is the pirate Red 
Rover, presented as a commonplace low villain in
stead of as the glamorous gentleman. Spike's re
lationships are made as close to the Rover's as 
practicable, and at each point Spike behaves 
shabbily and meanly where the Rover had been 
noble.20 

Captain Heidegger was alv/ays a true gentleman and above 

reproach in his treatment of women, while Captain Spike 

is "so loutish in love-making" that Mrs. Budd "believes 

19?hilbrick, p. 207. 

^OGrossman, p. 225. 
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that he is proposing marriage to her when he is asking for 

the hand of her niece."^^ Donald A. Ringe, like Grossman, 

detects a parody of the Rover in the character of Spike: 

Captain Heidegger . . . had been an outlaw for 
patriotic reasons, but Stephen Spike . . . traffics 
with the enemiy . . . and becomes a traitor for pay. 
The Rover was a generous and considerate gentle
man to the ladies who fell into his power; Spike 
is^a coarse and greedy lecher who abandoned his 
wife for another woman and v/ho now pursues the 
young and innocent Rose Budd. He has, in fact, 
spent his life in the pursuit of women and gold. 
Utterly devoid of faith in anything but sensuous 
gratification. Spike has sacrificed all "prin
ciples and duty to the narrov/ interests of the 
moment," and he finds it impossible even on his 
deathbed to pray to the God he had so long neg
lected.22 

Thomas Philbrick, who also notes the close relationship 

between Spike and the Rover, points out yet another re

semblance , this time betv/een Spike and the Byronic Tom 

Tiller: 

Under a cloak of ambiguity and mystery. Captain 
Stephen Spike, like Tom Tiller, conducts an 
illicit trade in a swift and beautiful brigantine 
manned by a sober, middle-aged crew. A superb 
seaman, he duplicates Tiller's feat of passing 
through Hell Gate without a pilot.^3 

Kay Seymour House notes a similarity between Spike and 

Cooper's first Byronic Hero, the Pilot, alias John Paul 

^-^Grossman, pp. 225-226. 

^^Ringe, p. 132. 

23philbrick, p. 204. 
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Jones. Both men are "extraordinarily competent cor.manders" 

and v/hat Cooper writes about Spike also holds true for 

Jones. He is "only great in a crisis and then merely as a 

seaman. " ^ 

In every possible way Cooper made Spike the antith

esis of the Byronic Hero. The Rover and Tom Tiller are 

mature men, although certainly in the prime of life; and 

both are physically dashing, attractive and even striking. 

Spike, on the other hand, is fifty-six years old and 

possesses a "fierce ill-favored" countenance and a "coarse, 

authoritative" manner.^5 Cooper's first detailed descrip

tion of Spike emphasizes this physical deterioration; 

At no time was that countenance very inviting, the 
features being coarse and vulgar, while the color 
of the entire face v/as of an ambiguous red, in 
which liquor and the seasons would seem to be 
blended in very equal quantities. . . . The gait 
of the man v/ould have proclaimed him a sea-dog, 
to anyone acquainted with that animal, as far 
as he could be seen. The short squab figure, 
the arms bent nearly at right angles at the el
bows , and working like two fins with each roll of 
the body; the stumpy, solid legs, with the feet 
looking in the line of his course and kept wide 
apart, would all have contributed to the making 
up of such an opinion.^^ 

The Byronic Hero traditionally suffers from a high sense 

of remorse for his sins, but Spike "had a conscience that 

^^Kay Seymour House, Cooper's Americans (Columbus: 
Ohio State University Press, I965), p. 191. 

^5cooper, pp. 15-16, I96. 

^^Cooper, pp. 12, I7. 
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had become hard as iron."27 j^n ^f Byron's Noble Out

lav/s and Cooper's, too, have believable motives for their 

rebellion against the laws of society. Spike is motivated 

solely by greed, and his energies in acquiring gain are 

unbounded, as evidenced by his untiring efforts to claim 

a bag of gold doubloons v/hich sank with the Mexican 

schooner he was dealing v/ith.̂ ^ The Byronic Hero is always 

courteous in his relationships with women, and often risks 

life, limb and freedom in their defense. Not only does 

Spike have designs on poor, innocent Rose Budd, but his 

determination to win her leads him at one point to resort 

to physical action; 

. . . he whipped Rose up under his arm, and walked 
av/ay with her, as if she had been a child of two 
or three years of age. Rose did not scream, but 
she struggled and protested vehemently. It was 
in vain.29 

And when Jack Tier later reveals to him that Rose has 

escaped from the Molly Sx\rash, Spike does not believe it. 

Invited to go below and see for himself. 

Spike did as suggested. He went belov/, took a 
lamp . . . and, without ceremony, proceeded to 
Rose's stateroom, where he soon found that the 
bird had really flown. . . . Determined not to 

^7cooper, p. 493. 

''^Cooper, pp. 155-195, 305-321, 423-425, 435-443. 

^^Cooper, p. 197. 
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do things by halves, he broke oT̂ en the door of 
tne widow's stateroom, and ascertained that the 
person he sought was not there.30 

The Byronic Hero would never stoop to such shabby tactics, 

particularly in view of the fact that M.rs. Budd and her 

servant were both present in their stateroom v/hen Spike 

made his search. In keeping with his anti-heroic nature 

and unlike the Byronic Hero, who struggles to keep his 

emotions concealed. Spike gives verbal vent to his dis

appointment and ire: 

His rage was so great, that he totally forgot his 
manhood, and lavished on both Mrs. Budd and Biddy, 
epithets that v/ere altogether inexcusable, and many 
of which it will not do to repeat.31 

This tendency toward profanity when under stress is in 

direct contrast with the detached coolness exhibited oy 

the Byronic Hero. On yet another occasion Spike utters 

"an oath too revolting for our pages; but it was such a 

curse as none but an old salt could give vent to, and that 

in the bitterness of his fiercest wrath."3^ 

Byron's Giaour and Lara and Cooper's Rover and 

Skimmer were all attended by devoted young women who 

were disguised as youths. In all cases the masquerading 

30 
^ Cooper, p. 447. 
31Cooper, p. 448. 

32cooper, p. 198. 
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females were distinguished by their youth, beauty and 

comeliness. Captain Spike, too, has a disguised fem.ale 

on board his ship in the presence of Jack Tier. But 

unlike his Byronic predecessors. Spike is unaware of 

Jack's true sex; he thinks she is merely an old ship

mate with whom he sailed in his younger days. In reality 

Jack is Spike's wife, Mary Sv/ash, whom he had deserted 

more than twenty years before. The character of Jack 

Tier also receives the full brunt of Cooper's anti-

romantic feelings. As Thomas Philbrick states. Jack 

"bears little resemblance to the willowy Roderick or the 

glamorous 'Master Seadrift.' "̂ -̂  Jack is short and thick— 

"a little, dumpling looking person" with "red-broad 

cheeks, and coarse snub nose" who speaks in a "cracked, 

dwarfish sort of a voice. "-̂ ^ Her hair is gray and cut 

"into short bristles" and she chews tobacco constantly.35 

Unattractive as a man. Jack gains nothing when she gives 

up her disguise near the end of the tale: 

Her features had always seemed diminutive and 
nean for her assumed sex, as her voice was small 
and cracked; but, making every allowance for the 
probabilities. Rose found it difficult to imagine 
that Jack had ever possessed, even under the high 
advantages of youth and innocence, the attractions 

^^Philbrick, p. 205. Also see Grossman, p. 226-227, 
and Ringe, pp. 133-134. 

3^Cooper, p. 25. 

3^Cooper, p. 26. 
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so corrjTiOn to her sex. Her skin had acquired the 
tanning of the sea; the expression of her face 
had become hard and v/orldly; and her habits con
tributed to render those natural consequences of 
exposure and toil even more than usually m.arked 
and decided. . . . Her walk was between a v/addle 
and a seam.an's roll; her hands v/ere discolored 
with tar, and had got to be full of knuckles, and 
even her feet had degenerated into that flat, 
broad-toed form that, perhaps, sooner distinguishes 
caste, in connection with outv/ard appearances, 
than any other physical peculiarity. Yet this 
being had once been young had once been even 
fair. . . .36 

Spike, still unaware that Jack is his long-deserted wife, 

comments on her return to the appearances of her natural 

sex: 

It v/as no great disguise, a'ter all. Jack. Now 
you're fitted out in your own clothes, you've a 
sort of half-rigged look; one would be as likely 
to set you down for a man under jury-canvas, as 
for a woman.37 

Cooper allows poor Jack no moment of triumph for all her 

suffering, for at that climactic moment when she reveals 

her true identity to Spike, the gallant Captain "buried 

his face in the coverlet and he actually groaned."3° 

The pathetic Jack can then only turn away from her hus

band in tears of bitterness.39 As James Grossman remarks 

of Jack's fate: 

3^Cooper, p. 484. 

37cooper, p. 491. 

3^Cooper, p. 495. 

39cooper, p. 495. 
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It was as if Cooper, as well as reversing the 
implications of Red Rover with its picture of an 
attractively lav/less life, intended deliberately 
to put the conventionally titillating device of 
,lhe Water-V/itch to an opposite use, and to employ 
it now to heighten the^effect of drabness in 
ending his grim tale.^0 

But truthfully. Jack should have expected little more than 

she received from Spike, for she knew him for what he was; 

"Stephen Spike is a capital willianl" exclaimed 
Jack—"a capital willian, I call him. To think 
at his time of life, of such a handsome and 
pleasant young thing as this Rose Budd; and then to 
try to get her by underhand means, and by making 
a fool of her silly old aunt. . . . Yes, Stephen 
Spike is a prodigious willian, as his best friends 
must own! Well, I gave him a thump on the head 
that he'll not forget this v'y'ge. . . . Yet, the 
man has his good p'ints, if a body could only 
forget his bad ones. He's a first-rate seaman. 
. . . For running away, when hard chased, Stephen 
Spike hasn't his equal on 'arth. But, he's a 
great willian a prodigious willian! I cannot 
say I actually wish him hanged; but I would rather 
have him hanged than see him get pretty Rose in 
his power."^1 

Again in contrast with the complete loyalty and devotion 

given Lara, the Rover and the Skimmer by Kaled, Roderick 

and Seadrift, respectively. Jack underhandedly defies 

Spike in his efforts to win Rose; and she is actually 

responsible for spiriting Rose away from the Swash into 

the arms of the man she soon marries, Harry Mulford. 

Throughout Jack Tier Cooper raises his axe and 

levels the romantic pillars he himself had once erected. 

^^Grossman, p. 228. 

^^Cooper, pp. 205-206. 
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Spike's ship, the Molly Sv:ash. is closely akin to the 

V/ater-V!itch: , "forward the Sv/ash showed all the cloth of a 

full-rigged brig. . . v/hile aft, her mast was the raking, 

tall, naked pole of an American schooner."^^ But here the 

resemblance ends, for the Sv/ash is old and worn-out, so 

much so that her captain and owner is ready to sell her 

to the Mexicans for whatever he can get. The crew of the 

Swash is like their vessel in that they are "all middle-

aged men," and "all thoroughbred sea-dogs."^3 Even the 

cabin boy is "an old, v/rinkled gray-headed negro, of near 

sixty."^^ But if the crew "wanted a little in the elas

ticity of youth" they made up for it with the "steadiness 

and experience of their time of life. . . ."^5 î e 

comparative poverty of the Sv/ash is evident throughout, 

for unlike the Dolphin or the V/ater-Witch, her cabins 

are not decorated with the rich, luxurious fabrics and 

woods that denoted the successes of her predecessors' 

captains. The outlaw life has not been a financially 

rev/arding one for Spike, as it had been for the Rover and 

the Skimmer; What Spike made in one voyage, he lost in 

the next.^^ His attempts to trade with the Mexicans 

^^Cooper, p. 27. 

^3cooper, p. 18. 

^^Cooper, p. 18. 

^5cooper, p. 18 

^^Cooper, p. 492. 
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during a time of war and his pursuit of Rose Budd are his 

final efforts to achieve a measure of security from a 

miserable, violent life. And these final endeavors result 

in his death. The beginning of the end for Captain Spike 

represents the high point in his separation from the Byronic 

Hero. In an overloaded yawl. Spike is hotly pursued by a 

cutter from the American cruiser, Poughkeepsie, and he tries 

to lighten his load and make good his escape by killing 

his crew and passengers. As James Grossman notes, "Spike 

is the sordid truth of romantic fiction nowhere so com

pletely as in this scene."^7 At first it seems merely 

accidental that some of the yawl's passengers are washed 

overboard. But when the V/idow Budd's turn comes, she is 

not to be gotten rid of so easily: 

Even at that dread instant, it is probable that 
the miserable woman did not suspect the truth, 
for she grasped the hand of the boatswain with 
the tenacity of a vice, and, thus dragged on the 
surface of the boiling surges, she screamed 
aloud for Spike to save har. . . . "Cast off her 
hand," said Spike reproachfully, "she'll swamp 
the boat by her struggles get rid of her at once! 
Cut her fingers off, if she won't let gol"^^ 

V/hat follows then is Cooper's final, sordid statement on 

the idealized life of the Noble Outlaw band. The loyalty 

and "honor among thieves" depicted by Byron in The Corsair 

^7Grossman, p. 226. 

^^Cooper, pp. 473-474. 

iifi 
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ana by Cooper in The Red Rovr.- and The V;â er-Wi;:ch becomes 

in Jack Tier a violent and horrible death scene: 

Distrust was at its most painful height; and bull
dogs do not spring az tne ox's muzzle more fiercely 
than those six men throttled each other. Oaths, 
curses, and appeals for help, succeeded; each man 
endeavoring, in his frenzied efforts, to throw all 
the others overboard, as the only means of saving 
himself. Plunge succeeded plunge; and when that 
combat of demons ended, no one remained of them 
all but the boatsv/ain. Spike had taken no share 
in the struggle, looking on in grim satisfaction, 
as the Father of Lies may be supposed to regard 
all human strife, hoping good to himself, let the 
result be v/hat it might to others. Of the five 
m.en v/ho thus went overboard, not one escaped. 
They dro\med each other by continuing their 
maddened conflict in an element imsuited to their 
natures.^" 

Shortly after this scene Spike is captured by the cutter's 

crew after being mortally wounded. He is taken to a 

hospital on the Florida coast and there learns the truth 

about Jack Tier. Breathing his last. Spike is denied the 

triumphant end enjoyed by the Rover, for even as he dies. 

Spike is true to his anti-romantic nature; he is neither 

noble nor heroic: 

V/e shall not enter into the details of the re
volting scene, but simiply add that curses, 
blasphemy, tremulous cries for mercy, agonized 
entreaties to be advised, and sullen defiance, 
were all strangely and fearfully blended. In 
the midst of one of these revolting paroxysms. 
Spike breathed his last.50 

^^Cooper, p. 478. 

50cooper, p. 506. 

JM 
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Tne villainous captain finds no rest in death, for shortly 

after his interment on the Florida shores, a hurricane 

sv/ept the area and his body v/as "v/ashed av;ay to leave its 

bones among the wrecks and relics of the Florida Reef."51 

The close relationship between Captain Spike and 

Cooper's Byronic Heroes is obvious. Evident, too, is 

Cooper's complete repudiation of the Byronism in his first 

three sea novels. The question of why this reversal in 

attitude occurred is then logically raised. What transpired 

in Cooper's life in the fifteen years betv/een the completion 

of The V/ater V/itch and the beginning of Jack Tier that 

might account for this radical change? Thomas Philbrick 

states that "beneath the antiromanticism which seems to 

supply the primary impetus of the novel lie more lasting 

52 

elements in Cooper's artistic and intellectual development." 

According to Philbrick, the early sea novels can be read 

as "a celebration of the noble self-reliance that is gained 

by the cultivation of a particular area of human skill, 

seamanship."53 j^ Afloat and Ashore, published in 1842, 

Cooper had experimented v/ith the "conception of the sea 

as the mirror of the divine mood."5^ In Jack Tier he 

51Cooper, p. 506. 

52philbrick, p. 207. 

53philbrick, p. 207. 

5^Philbrick, pp. 208-209. 
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presents a "moral environment" that allows him to "tighten 

the relation of nature to God. . . .''"^^ Nature then be

comes not only sympathetic v/ith divine purpose, but "the 

instrument-and the expression of His v/ill."^^ Donald A. 

Ringe also sees Jack Tier as being "far more serious than 

the mere realistic reworking of a romantic tale.57 But 

to Ringe the novel is a "grim but essentially true" 

critique of a world "v/here all sense of principle has been 

lost."5^ The dominant mood is a harsh one, for Cooper 

postulates a world where "coherence and order have been 

lost in the only standard of value that many v/ill admit 

monetary gain. "59 i^ his Notions of the Amiericans Cooper 

wrote a passage which attempted to justify his outlav/ hero 

in The Red Rover, and his attitude reflected the romantic 

notions he expressed in the novel.^^ In the Preface to 

Jack Tier Cooper endeavors to explain his new breed of 

protagonist: 

^^Philbrick, p. 209. 

56philbrick, p. 209. 

57Ringe, p. 134. 

58 
Ringe, p. 134. 

59 
Ringe, p. 134. 
James Fenimore Cooper, Notions of the Americans: 

Picked Up by a Travelling Bachelor. Vol. II (Philadelphia: 
Carey, Lea and Carey, 1828), pp. 62-63. 
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Tne attentive observer of men and things has r.any 
occasions to note the manner in v;hich ordinary 
i-ookers-on deceive themselves, as v;ell as others. 
Tne species of treason portrayed in these pages 
IS no uncomr.on occurrence; and it v/ill often be 
found that the traitor is the loudest in his 
protestation of patriotism. It is a pretty safe 
rule to suspect the man of hypocrisy v/ho miakes a 
parade of his religion, and the partisan of 
corruption and selfishness, v/ho is clamorous 
about the rights of the people. Captain Spike 
v/as altogether above the first vice; though 
fairly on a level, as respects the second!* v/ith 

v/ho live by their deity.^1 divers patriots 

Obviously then. Cooper was looking at a different world 

v/hen he wrote Jack Tier from the one he viewed during the 

writing of his romances. Whether this new outlook was due 

to the maturing of his artistic;.talents or to personal 

disillusionment or both is best left for the subject of 

another study. Cooper did mature artistically and he did 

suffer personal disillusionment, but the important point 

here is that he did change from romantic to anti-romantic, 

and this change is vividly illustrated in Jack Tier. 

The development of Cooper's Byronic Hero has been 

traced from his beginning in The Pilot through The Red 

Rover and The V/ater-Witch through his complete degeneration 

in Jack Tier. Byron died in 1824, the year Cooper's very 

first Byronic Hero, the Pilot, made his appearance. This 

seems rather ironic, in a sense, for these two men, one 

English, one American, were as alike and yet as different 

61 Cooper, Jack Tier, p. vii. 
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as the heroes they depicted. Cooper's indebtedness to 

Byron is obvious and it is fitting, too, that in creating 

the m.odern sea novel he should elect to m.odel his heroes 

after the m.ost famous heroic figure in Romantic literature, 

the Byronic Hero, a figure v/ho was created by a writer v/ho 

shared so many of Cooper's ovm poetic feelings for the sea 

and the sailors who devoted their lives to serving her. 
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