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Introduction

Daniel Defoe

Daniel Defoe (1660—1731) was a journalist. People had become
interested in news during the Civil War between Parliament
and the king (1642—1646), when it was important to know
the latest events. When Charles Il came back from Europe in
1660 as king, there was a greatly increased interest in news of
happenings, not only in England, but in other countries. News
and views about government, right and wrong, truth and values
were read by more and more people in newspapers and a
growing number of periodicals.

Defoe was a leader in this development of periodicals. In
1704 he started The Review. It began as “A review of the affairs
of France and of all Europe”, and it came out three times a
week. Most of the matter in it was written by Defoe himself.
He expressed his views on subjects of interest in Britain as well
as on the Continent, and this expression of views on political
and other matters has led to the development of the “leading
article” to be found in most newspapers and periodicals today.

He didn’t try to be a writer of “literature”. His writing is
simple, and he presents the facts (as he sees them) without
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| ROBINSON CRUSOE

dressing them up in fine language. That is not to say that he
couldn’t laugh at his readers: in his Shortest Way with Dis-
senters (1702) he expressed the view that the best thing to
do with dissenters (people who did not belong to the Church
of England) was to hang them. In fact, Defoe was himself a
dissenter, and his paper was an attack on those who wanted
to force people to accept one particular set of beliefs. When
the ruling party realised that Defoe was laughing at them, they
treated him badly, and he was sent to prison. Public opinion
forced the government to set him free after six months.

This factual way of writing, without art, continued when
Defoe began to write fiction. Robinson Crusoe is a novel, but it
was believed at first to be a true account. Defoe seems to have
done that on purpose. You read Crusoe’s simple statements of
fact, like:

So I cut down a great tree. It was |. 8 metres across at
the lower part, and 1.5 metres at the top before it went
out into branches. | was twenty days cutting through it
at the bottom, and fourteen more days cutting away the
branches.

and you think: “This isn’t fiction. It’s something that really
happened.”

Alexander Selkirk
Robinson Crusoe wasn’t a real person, and Daniel Defoe cer-
tainly never was a “castaway” on a “desert island”.

But the idea for Robinson Crusoe (1719) did come from
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a true account. In 1704, Alexander Selkirk quarrelled with the
captain on the ship on which he was a sailor, Captain William
Dampier. Selkirk himself asked to be put off the ship on the
island of Juan Fernandez, which at that time had no people
on it. He remained there until 1709, when a ship under the
command of Captain Rogers, and with Dampier as pilot, found
him and took him off the island. Both captain and pilot were
surprised to find him alive.

Defoe added a lot to Selkirk’s account, and it was what he
added that caught the public imagination and that still makes
the story of Robinson Crusoe a favourite with young readers.

Robinson Crusoe
What Defoe added was the details—sometimes the very small
details:

So | set up a tall thick post, and cut on it in big letters:

| CAME ON SHORE HERE ON MAY 30TH 1659
Each day | cut a small mark on the side of this post. Every
seventh mark was larger than the others, meaning a
new week. After thirty or thirty-one marks | made a line,
meaning a new month.

The result is that people can see everything in their imagina-
tions, and for more than two hundred and fifty years, boys and
girls have been playing at being castaways like Robinson Crusoe.
Grown-ups, too, have had their imaginations caught. In a British
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| ROBINSON CRUSOE

radio programme, well-known people name the records they
would like to have with them as castaways on a desert island. It
is a very popular programme.

Robinson Crusoe is one of the very few English novels that
everybody knows, at least in outline. Crusoe and Friday must be
two of the most popular characters in English writing.
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CHAPTER 1

The Island

. QUESTIONS BEFORE READING *

Where did Robinson Crusoe sail from?
Where did they want to sail to?

When did the ship run on to the shore?
Why did Crusoe climb a tree? (Because . . . )
How did he reach the ship? (He . . .)

What did Crusoe use to make a tent?

There was no door in the fence, so how did Crusoe

v v Vv Vv Vv Wwv Vv

get in and out?
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I go to sea

| was born in the year 1632, in the city of York, of a good family.
At a very early age | wanted to go to sea. My father was a wise
man, and he begged me not to do so. For a time | decided not
to think of it any more. But one day in the city of Hull | met a
friend who was going to sea on his father’s ship. He asked me
to go with him. Then, without asking my father, without asking
God'’s blessing, without any thought of the result, | went on
board the ship.

The ship is lost in a storm

On the same day we left Hull, meaning to go to the African
coast. We guided the ship as if we were going to the island
of Fernando de Noronha. Then we passed to the east of that
island.

After a few days there came a fearful storm. The wind and
the waves threw the ship this way and that for twelve days.
The ship was badly broken and a lot of water was coming in.
Then one of our men, early in the morning, cried out, “Land!”
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