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The monkeys throw coconuts at us
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The hens on our new rope ladder
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The donkey pulls the sledge to the shore
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We see the buffaloes
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The roof of the Tree House full of water
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Fritz finds the canoe very difficult at first
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Introduction

Johann Rudolph Wyss (1782-1830) was a professor in
Berne in Switzerland. He was well known as a student
of folklore — the special national or group beliefs,
customs, etc, that have been passed from parents to
children for hundreds of years. But he is more widely
remembered as the man who gave the world The Swiss
Family Robinson in 1812. This novel was his own work, but
it began as an uncompleted story by his father, Johann
David Wyss.

Wyss took the idea for The Swiss Family Robinson from
Daniel Defoe's Robinson Crusoe, so we had better look at
Defoe’s novel first in this Introduction.

The idea for Robinson Crusoe came from the real
adventures of Alexander Selkirk. Selkirk quarrelled with

" the captain on his ship, and was puton to the island of Juan
Fernandez in 1704. He was rescued when another ship
visited the island in 1709. Daniel Defoe took Alexander
Selkirk’s story and added descriptions and events of his
own. He didn’t pretend that Robinson Crusoe (1719) was a
true story, though many people believed it was. The
story-telling was so like a real-life account that it seemed
completely true. Remember that the novel, as a form of
literature, didn’t appear in England until about 1740. De-
foe’s story has Robinson Crusoe describing very carefully
how he used the things he saved from the ship and the
things he found on the island. He also describes his fight
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Introduction

to keep command of his own mind during the long years
alone on the island. Exciting moments are his discovery of
a footmark in the sand, his seeing a group of man-eating
savages visiting the island, and his saving from them the
man he calls Friday, who becomes his servant.

Robinson Crusoe was not written to teach any special
lessons. Wyss’s The Swiss Family Robinson was different.
The idea was to show a family working together in perfect
family love through every kind of difficulty. The father,
who is the narrator (the person who tells the story), teaches
his sons lessons that the readers ought to learn. Most of
all, they must learn the value of patience, hard work and
helping each other. There is a great deal of religious
teaching in the original very long (two volumes) book, but
modern editions usually shorten the story and keep the
more exciting and adventurous parts.

At the time of the story, ships often carried such birds
and animals as hens, ducks, pigs, sheep, COwWs, goats and
donkeys. Some of these were owned by passengers who
were on their way to settle in newly discovered countries.
Some were to supply fresh food on long voyages because,
as we must remember, the sailing ships of the time were
slow, and they had no canned food and certainly no form
of cold storage.

We may think the Swiss family were very lucky to find
on one small island all the animals, plants and other things
they used. Again there is something we must remember:
even as late as 1812 there was very little known about many
parts of the world. James Cook’s voyages of discovery in
the South Pacific were made between 1768 and 1779. Wyss
must have read about them, but there was still a great deal
to be learnt about the places whose coasts Cook visited and
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Introduction

other places which had not yet been discovered. The first
readers of this book would not have been at all surprised
about the great number of different things found on the
island.

Although we may find it harder than the first readers to
believe in the island, The Swiss Family Robinson is still an
interesting and exciting story about the way people can
build their lives in a strange and difficult place.
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