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Introduction

Robert Louis Stevenson

Robert Louis Stevenson was born in Scotland in 1850.
He was the son of an engineer, and he intended to be an
engineer himself. He began training, but his poor health
prevented his continuing. Partly because of his poor
health, particularly tuberculosis, he spent a large part of
his life outside Britain.

Partly, then, his travelling was for the sake of his
health. But it was also for love of travel. That love took
him on a tour by canoe of the rivers and canals of Bel-
gium and France. His descriptions of that tour were
collected in An Inland Voyage (1878). It was followed by
Travels with a Donkey in the Cévennes (1879) in which he
wrote: “I travel not to go anywhere, but to go. I travel for
travel’'s sake. The great affair is to move.”

In 1879, Stevenson travelled to California — in great
discomfort in an emigrant ship. He married in California,
but he and his wife soon began to travel again. The suc-
cess of Treasure Island (1883), completed in Switzerland,
made it possible for them to travel widely in search of
places that were good for his health. Treasure Island, in
fact, began as a story appearing in monthly parts in a
boys’ magazine, and it was at first the story of Long John
Silver, with the title The Sea Cook.

In France, Stevenson began the collection of poems A
Chiid’s Garden of Verses (1885} in which some of his most
delightful poetry appeared.

iv
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Introduction

The 1slands of the southern Pacific Ocean attracted
him, and he found that his health improved there. Finally
he settled in Samoa, and it was there that he wrote some
of his finest poetry and some of his best stories of ro-
mance and adventure. The adventure stories included
Kidnapped (1886), The Master of Ballantrae (1889) and
Catriona (1893).

An entirely different kind of story can be represented
by Robert Louis Stevenson’'s well-known “thriller” The
Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886). In that
story, Dr Jekyll recognises that there is a mixture of good
and bad in everyone, and he finds a drink that will sepa-
rate the two: he becomes “Mr Hyde”, who is all that is
bad in Dr Jekyll.

Stevenson died in Samoa in 1894, and he is buried
there. His many admirers decided to cut in the memorial
stone the last three lines from his own poem:

Under the wide and starry sky

Dig the grave and let me lie.

Glad did 1 live and gladly die,

And [ laid me down with a will.

This be the verse you grave for me:
“Here he lies where he longed to be;
Home is the sailor, home from the sea,
And the hunter home from the hill.”

Desert islands and Pirates

Desert isiands, islands without peopie — but usually ima-
gined as having plenty of food in the sea and on and
under the trees, and plenty of fresh water — have always
interested readers. Probably the first desert island story
in English literature 1s Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe
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Introduction

(1719). A play, The Tempest, written by Shakespeare in
(probably) 1611, is set on a desert isiand in the New
World. And perhaps you have read a still earlier desert
island story in one of the adventures of Sindbad the
Sailor.

Even today, a British radio programme asks well-known
people to name the eight records or books they would like
to have with them on a desert island.

There is no doubt there were desert islands in the
Caribbean and the South Pacific, though few of them can
have been so richly supplied with food and fresh water as
some of the story-book islands. The most astonishing of
them is probably the island in Swiss Family Robinson
(1813} on which the farmly had a donkey, a cow, a pig,
sheep, hens, pigeons, ducks, and where they found wild
tigers, flamingoes, ostriches and bears, and all sorts of
plant food like potatoes and pineapples.

Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island was not one
of the impossible ones. Ben Gunn's goats were de-
scended from goats left on shore by a ship, but he had a
strong desire for “proper food” like a piece of cheese
because there was very little else.

At the time of the story {1759 according to Trelawney’s
letter on page 10) there were still pirates in the Caribbean,
though they were often hunted by the warships of various
nations. Captain Kidd (probably the origin of “Flint” in
this book) was arrested in Boston in 1699 and was hanged
in London in 1701. He certainly buried treasure taken
from many ships, and people still look for it in the parts of
the world where Kidd was active. Some of them use
maps that they have probably obtained from men who are
as much to be trusted as Long John Silver and the pirates
of Flint’s old crew.
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