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Robinson Crusoe in his store-room
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Robinson Crusoe explores the island
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Robinson Crusoe makes his fence stronger
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Friday learns English
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The men and their prisoners on the shore
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Introduction

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 [ cut down a great tree. It was 1.8 metres across at
the lower part, and 1.5 metres at the top before it
went out into branches. 1 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
certainly never was a “castaway” on a “desert island”.
But the idea for Robinson Crusoe (1719) did come from 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.
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Introduction

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 I set up a tall thick post, and cut on it in big letters:
1 CAME ON SHORE HERE ON MAY 30TH 1659

Each day I 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

I made a line, meaning a new month.

The result is that people can see everything in their
imaginations, 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 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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