Jules Verne and the Heroes of Birkenhead.
The Players
Part 20.
The Mad Commodore

By John Lamb
(Former Head of Geography, The Liverpool Blue Coat School, England).

Part 20
The Mad Commodore
Jules Verne’s Group of Travelling Players
As we have seen the great novelist Jules Verne uses over 60 locations in Birkenhead and the
Wirral peninsula as his real life ‘stage sets’. There is a third layer of narrative as each
character in Mysterious Island is based on a real historical figure, or figures – each with a
direct or indirect link to Birkenhead.
As an ex-theatre director Jules Verne will now assemble his own Shakespearian theatre
troupe of real-life actors – ‘as he likes it’ and in the style of Lord Strange of Bidston Hall.
And like any travelling theatre on a budget, some actors will have more than one role in a
play, one character may be played by many ‘actors’ and of course some actors may be hired
again for another ‘production’.

To Jules Verne…
All the world’s a stage,
And all the men and women merely players;
They have their exits and their entrances;
And one man in his time plays many parts,
.
The character of Jacques – in As You Like it by William Shakespeare (1599)
Jacques jumped in to one and for the modest price of one penny they crossed over to
Birkenhead.
The character of Jacques – in Backwards to Britain by Jules Verne (1859).

Before we look at the ‘players’, let us remind ourselves of the main cast of characters from
Jules Verne’s Mysterious Island.

Mysterious Island (‘Lincoln Island’) – The Characters.

Pencroft. An adventurous, petulant but well-meaning
sailor. Pencroft is a patriotic northerner, eager to escape
from his Confederate open prison in Richmond, Virginia.
He is the unofficial stepfather to the young boy Herbert.

Cyrus Harding. A brilliant officer and engineer in
General Grant’s army, the resourceful Harding has been
captured by the Confederates during the prolonged siege
of the Confederate Capital Richmond.

Neb. Born to slave parents but freed by the abolitionist
Cyrus Harding. Neb nevertheless cannot shake off the
emotional ties to his old ‘master’ and has travelled to
Richmond to be with his great friend - the captive Cyrus
Harding.

Gideon Spilett. A Unionist newspaper reporter of the
New York Herald. Spillet is held prisoner by the
Confederates while reporting on the siege of Richmond.
He is a friend of Cyrus Harding.

Herbert Brown. A young orphan of about fifteen years
of age. Herbert is the adopted son of the sailor Pencroft
and has a passionate interest in natural history.

Top. The faithful and intelligent dog belonging to the
engineer Cyrus Harding. Top has a keen sense of smell
and an uncanny knack of sensing the close presence of
Captain Nemo.

Ayrton. A pirate later rescued by the castaways from
nearby Tabor Island where he has been exiled. Ayrton
is determined to atone for his piratical past. A wretch
who has been saved.

Jup the orangutan. Jup is captured by the colonists
when a tribe of orangutans invade their home, he is
quickly domesticated and put to work by the castaways.
Jup is loyal, well liked and almost like one of the
family.

Captain Nemo. A scientific genius and creator of the
Nautilus, a man who is struggling with his conscience and
has sought exile beneath the waves. Nemo is the
revolutionary Indian Prince Dakkar and secretly aids the
castaways build a ‘New America’ on the aptly named
‘Lincoln Island’.

One real historical figure with a direct link to Birkenhead has already been made known to us
and that is Tell the dog of West Kirby who plays the role of Top the dog in Jules Verne’s
Mysterious Island.
And so here is the next of our real life ‘band of players’ and playing the role of Gideon
Spilett, reporter of the New York Herald on Jules Verne’s Mysterious Island is …

Playing the part of Gideon Spilett, Reporter of the New York
Herald in Jules Verne’s Mysterious Island is …

James Gordon Bennett (1841-1918).
–OWNER AND EDITOR OF THE NEW YORK HERALD –
–ORIGINATOR OF A PHRASE IN THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE –
–MULTI-MILLIONNAIRE SPORTSMAN AND HELLRAISER –
–THE YOUNGEST EVER MEMBER OF THE NEW YORK YACHT CLUB –
–AMERICAN CIVIL WAR HERO –
–SPONSOR OF STANLEY’S EXPEDITION TO FIND DAVID LIVINGSTONE –
–ORDERED PRIVATE YACHT FROM ST CLARE JOHN BYRNE OF BIRKENHEAD –
–A CLOSE ASSOCIATE OF THE ROYAL MERSEY YACHT CLUB OF BIRKENHEAD–
- COMMISSIONED THE NOVEL IN THE YEAR 2889 (1889) FROM JULES VERNE–OWNER OF CHAINMAIL UNDERPANTS –
–THE MAD COMMODORE–

James Gordon Bennett Junior was born in New
York City on May 10th, 1841, the son of James
Gordon Bennett Senior, the founding editor and
publisher of the New York Herald, the most
successful newspaper in America at that time.
Gordon Bennett Junior would become proprietor of
the newspaper at the age of just twenty-six.
James Gordon Bennett (1841-1918) in Civil War
Uniform

James Gordon Bennett Junior was one of the greatest and most influential eccentrics in
American History. The phrase ‘Gordon Bennett’ is still used today to express incredulity.
Bennett’s ‘DNA’ seems to run like a continuous thread through our whole adventure.

Gordon Bennett Junior spent most of his childhood in France and attended the Ecole
Polytechnique in Paris. In 1857 at the age of just sixteen Bennett joined the New York Yacht
Club and became its youngest ever member. His father presented his only son with a new
yacht The Rebecca, a crew of 22 sailors and a personal allowance of $1 million a year.
In the American Civil War at the age of twenty Bennett enlisted in the Union Navy and
loaned his private yacht ‘Henrietta’ to the United States Government. After a private meeting
with Abraham Lincoln at the Executive Mansion, the President personally wrote Bennett a
letter of introduction and he was duly appointed commander of the ship.
Bennett patrolled Long Island and on March 3rd 1862 seeking out and inspecting ships
suspected of being blockade runners, mostly from Liverpool. He was at the helm of the
Henrietta as part of a fleet which captured Fernandina, Florida from the Confederacy.
Gordon Bennett and the Henrietta returned to civilian life in New York City in May 1862.

Bennett was strongly influenced by his father James Gordon Bennett senior and his views
that the Herald should not only report the news, but it should make the news;

“I mean to make the ‘Herald’ the great organ of social
life, the prime element of civilization, the channel
through which native talent, native genius, and native
power may bubble up daily, as the pure, sparkling liquid
of the Congress fountain at Saratoga bubbles up from
the center of the earth, till it meets the rosy lips of the
fair. I shall mix together commerce and business, pure
religion and morals, literature and poetry, the drama
and dramatic purity, till the ‘Herald’ shall outstrip
everything in the conception of man.”
James Gordon Bennett Senior (1795 -1872).

In the American Civil War, Bennett Senior
and the New York Herald pioneered new
techniques in war reporting, particularly the
use of detailed battlefield mapping and
early war photography.

New York Herald, April 11th 1863.

Jules Verne would provide multiple clues in Mysterious Island as to the inspiration for the
New York Herald reporter Gideon Spilett.
The island was there under their eyes like an open
map, and they only had to specify names for all its
features. Gideon Spilett would draw it to scale and
the geographical nomenclature of the island would
be formally adopted.

Gideon Spilett inscribed the names on his map.
Jules Verne Mysterious Island (1874)

The New York Herald also invested heavily in telegraphic communication to file the earliest
news reports of the Civil War. Ultimately this would result in Gordon Bennett Junior laying
two of his own telegraphic cables across the Atlantic. The telegraphic cable and the
communications revolution of the 19th century will also be a continuous thread throughout
our story.

In December1866, the Henrietta
became world famous when Bennett
won the first ever trans-Atlantic yacht
race. The race was against two other
American yachts, the Vesta owned by
Pierre Lorillard IV and the Fleetwing
owned by George and Frank Osgood.
Each yachtsman put up $30,000 on a
winner-take-all wager.
The Henrietta.
It is a tribute to Bennett’s spirit of adventure that he was the only millionaire owner actually
aboard his vessel. Bennett was joined by Leonard Jerome, an American Financier who had
thought up the very idea of a yacht race, both to stimulate usage of the first Transatlantic

cable and to improve relations with Great Britain after the ravages of the Birkenhead built
CSS Alabama in the American Civil War. Jerome was the grandfather of Winston Churchill.
Sam Jefferson would write;
this was the first signpost to the entente between the countries that remains to this day.
Bennett’s Henrietta, Captained by Bully Samuels, won in a time of 13 days 21 hours and 55
minutes. Six crewmen died in the race –victims of the winter storms of the Atlantic and the
‘whim of gentlemen’s honour.’
After the race, Bennett was treated to an audience with Queen Victoria at Osborne House.
Later that evening, he accompanied her son Prince Alfred, Duke of Edinburgh to a ball held
by the Royal Mersey Yacht Club of Tranmere, Birkenhead.
The New York Herald and Gordon Bennett either feature directly or are ‘namedropped’ in
many of Jules Verne’s novels

It is fitting that the illustration of Professor
Arronax (based on Verne himself) in Twenty
Thousand Leagues Under the Sea (1869) is
accompanied by a copy of the New York
Herald draped over a chair.

Jules Verne as depicted as Arronax in
Twenty Thousand Leagues Under The Sea.

In Around the World in Eighty Days (1873) Phileas Fogg was to complete his crossing of the
Atlantic by racing in the ‘Henrietta’ from New York to Liverpool. When the vessel runs out
of coal, Fogg purchases the ship and utters the immortal line ‘burn the Henrietta!’

Gordon Bennett Junior took over control of the New York Herald from his father on January
1st, 1867. Bennett was just 26, a hellraiser and playboy, but despite this, his father had
confidence in his son to allow native talent, genius, and power to bubble up ‘from the center
of the earth.’

The young Bennett proved very adept at improving
the circulation of his newspaper. For example, in
1868 he employed a young author named Samuel
Clemens to write a weekly column for the Herald.
Clemens, otherwise known as the author Mark
Twain, would be associated with Bennett for the rest
of his life and coincidentally or not, he would write
about ‘The Birkenhead Birkenhead Ship’.

M

Mark Twain (1835 – 1910)

Bennett had many inspirational ideas, in 1869, the New York Herald sponsored Henry
Morton Stanley’s expedition to Africa to find the missionary David Livingstone, who, in his
efforts to find the source of the Nile had been ‘missing’ for three and a half years.

When Stanley became despondent, Bennett continued to
encourage his reporter to push through Tanzania with more
than one hundred porters, many of whom had already
deserted or succumbed to tropical disease. The search
continued with a porter at the front stoically carrying the flag
of the New York Yacht Club.
In 1871 Stanley found his quarry in the town of Unji on the
shores of Lake Tanganyika and uttered the immortal phrase
‘Dr Livingstone I presume’.
Stanley and Livingstone, Unji, Lake Tanganyika, 10th
November 1871.

David Livingstone would later write a letter of thanks to James Gordon Bennett and state;

The news that Mr Stanley had to tell me was thrilling; the mighty political changes on the
continent, the success of the Atlantic cables, the election of General Grant and many topics
riveted my attention for days together and had an immediate and beneficial effect on my
health.

The explorer David Livingstone will return to play two more roles in our adventure.

In casting Bennett in the role of Gideon Spilett in
Mysterious Island (Chapter II) Verne gives several
linking clues as to Spilett’s true origin;
Gideon Spilett was one of that race of indomitable
English or American chroniclers, like Stanley and
others, who stop at nothing to extract information, and
transmit it to their journal in the shortest possible time.

Gideon Spillet as depicted in Jules Verne’s
Mysterious Island (1874.

Gordon Bennett Junior’s most noteworthy example of
creating news was the great ‘Wild Animal Hoax of November
9th, 1874, when the New York Herald reporting on a mass
outbreak of animals from Central Park Zoo.
The completely fabricated article did cause mass panic on the
streets and as one of the ‘great newspaper hoaxes’ of all time.
It also brought even more readers to the New York Herald and
Bennett was enormously pleased.

The Great Zoo Escape Hoax of 1874.
The
The story of the Central Park Great Zoo escape would be used by Jules Verne in his novel
The Floating Island (1895), but the animal escape would not take place in New York’s
Central Park but in the English park that inspired its creation - Birkenhead Park.

Bennett wanted to push back the boundaries of human knowledge. He was convinced that his
newspaper could pursue human mysteries, solve geographical puzzles, and create interesting
stories that would also sell more newspapers. Bennett was willing to invest heavily to
achieve this goal. His newspaper could never be accused of being dull.
Verne gives further clues as to Gideon Spilett’s true identity.
Perhaps deep down, Gideon Spilett, still a newsman at heart, was not unhappy to entrust to
the four winds, an article about the adventures of the colonists of Lincoln Island.
What fame for the New York Herald reporter as well as for
the issue that contained the story if ever it reached the
address of its editor, the honourable John Bennett!
Gideon Spilett wrote a concise article which he put into a
strong bag of gummed cloth, with an earnest request to
anyone who should find it, that it be forwarded to the
offices of the New York Herald.
The small sack was tied to the neck of the albatross ….
Then this rapid messenger of the skies was set free.

A small bag was attached to the albatross’s neck.

We never did find out whether the albatross reached its destination in Mysterious Island, but
as Gordon Bennett’s character is essentially mailing the article to himself, it did not really
matter.
Bennett often scandalised society with his flamboyant
and sometimes downright bizarre behaviour. He had a
habit of entering restaurants and whipping the
tablecloth from unsuspecting diners. On one occasion
when his favourite seat was occupied – he bought the
restaurant, so ensuring the unfortunate episode would
not be repeated.

Gordon Bennett in about 1880

One New York Herald reporter recounted how Bennett had a thick bundle of banknotes which
prevented him sitting down comfortably, so he simply pulled it out and threw it on the fire.
Bennett often consulted his pets when choosing new employees.

One of Bennett’s hobbies was coach driving through the
streets of New York with impunity while drunk and stark
naked except for his wearing of a white silk top hat.
He was sometimes accompanied by a donkey in the
passenger compartment. Bennett eventually became the
youngest ever commodore of the New York Yacht Club.
Bennett’s boastful antics, which including riding a horse
up the club’s staircase soon earned him the nickname
‘The Mad Commodore’.
Gordon Bennett as depicted in Harpers Weekly
December 1875 – every inch ‘The Mad Commodore’.

Bennett also became acquainted with Jennie Jerome, and it was quite likely they became
lovers, Jerome was the daughter of his great friend Leonard Jerome, the promoter of the 1867
yacht race across the Atlantic and a business partner of Cornelius Vanderbilt, Cyrus Field and
Birkenhead’s Thomas Brassey. Leonard Jerome invested heavily in the 1866 transatlantic
cable.

Jennie Jerome was a passenger on one of James
Gordon Bennett’s rampaging carriage trips when he
suddenly lost control on a sharp bend, the carriage
overturned and nearly killed them both.
Jennie Jerome’s survival was very fortunate as she is
now far better known as Lady Randolph Churchill, the
mother of Sir Winston Churchill.
Churchill’s Birkenhead links willreturn to our story.
A young Winston Churchill with his mother,
Jennie Jerome - Lady Randolph Churchill (c1884).

In 1877, Bennett became engaged to socialite Caroline May, but on New Year’s Day 1878 he
turned up to a party having drunk a potent mixture of brandy and absinthe known as the Razzle
Dazzle.
He promptly urinated into grand piano in full vision of invited guests. After a subsequent
pistol duel with Caroline May’s brother where both shots missed, the engagement was broken
off. The phrase ‘Gordon Bennett’ is to this day used as an expression of incredulity at a
person’s actions. Bennett’s fear of Frederick May lasted for many years and Bennett is said to
have worn a suit of chainmail underpants as added protection against reprisals.
James Gordon Bennett eventually left New York in shame and spent the rest of his life
as a relative nomad on his luxury yachts or maintaining mansions in New York, Paris,
the French Riviera and even in the Palace of Versailles where he often played host to
royalty.
In 1881 Gordon Bennett funded an expedition to the
North Pole, this may have been inspired by Jules
Verne’s 1864 Novel The adventures of Captain
Hatteras, whereby the fictional hero sails from
Birkenhead to the North Pole on his ship the Forward.

The Forward from The Adventures of Captain
Hatteras. Jules Verne (1864)

The real-life expedition led by US Navy
veteran George Washington de Long
ended in disaster, when his ship, the USS
Jeannette was crushed by ice in the Bering
Strait. De Long and twenty of his crew
perished, while only thirteen of the crew
survived by trekking back to the Siberian
coast.
The USS Jeannette is crushed by ice.

Namouna.
Bennett had a close relationship with the Royal Mersey Yacht Club of Tranmere Birkenhead
and in 1882 he commissioned his yacht ‘Namouna’ from the Royal Mersey Yacht Club
member and naval architect, St Clare John Byrne.
At 740 tons Namouna was an ocean-going yacht and constructed by Ward Stanton & Co.,
Newburg, Hudson USA and the largest and “the most magnificent steam yacht of her day”.
The young Winston Churchill was also a guest on the ‘Namouna’ presumably in the presence
of his mother.

Gordon Bennett on the yacht
Namouna by Julius LeBlanc Stewart
(1890), Lilly Langtree, mistress of
Edward VII is seated right.

Bennett was a skilled sailor and navigator and regularly crossed the Atlantic, he also guided
Namouna through the Suez Canal to India and Ceylon.
Bennett entertained many leading socialites of the day on the ‘Namouna’ including Lily
Langtree, mistress to Edward Prince of Wales, later King Edward VII – an honorary member
of the Royal Mersey Yacht Club at Tranmere, Birkenhead.

The Royal Mersey Yacht Club at
Tranmere, Birkenhead – Honorary
Members 1872.

It was said that James Gordon Bennett,
busied himself throughout his long life in finding ways to spend the largest assured income in
America (with the possible exception of William B. Astor and commodore Vanderbilt)

Commodore Vanderbilt was also a member of the Royal Mersey Yacht Club of Tranmere,
Birkenhead. Throughout his career, Bennett took his publishing duties very seriously, he rose
at dawn every morning aboard his yacht and kept in close touch with his editors by the most
modern technology available, the telegraphic cable. Transatlantic telegrams, however, came
at a massive expense of £3 per word to the company – an expense he could easily afford.
Bennett also spent £3,000 per month on his own personal telegram messages.
Bennett’s obsession with telegraphic communication reached its zenith when he decided to
lay his own cable across the Atlantic.

His father had been one of
the first to adopt the
telegraph for transmitting
news reports and Bennett
was by far the largest user of
the Western Union
transatlantic cable laid down
in 1867.

The Shore End of the Cable
Ballinskelligs Bay Ireland.

Gordon Bennett, the artist
‘Nemo’ and the Atlantic

Bennett formed the Commercial Cable Company
in 1883 to compete with the existing Western
Union monopoly. Six Atlantic cables were laid by
Siemens Brothers from 1884 and proved a massive
financial success.

Yachting and Telegraphic Cables – the two
passions of James Gordon Bennett.
Being a resident of Paris for much of his life, Gordon Bennett and Jules Verne did have an
open working relationship. In 1885, Gordon Bennett asked Jules Verne to write a short story
about life in the United States a thousand years into the future.
The result was the short story ‘In the year
2,889.’
The narrative follows the expansion of a very
influential media empire in the year 2,889.

Verne’s ‘phonotelephote’ Jules Verne. ‘In
the year 2,889.’ (1889) (illustration from
1910 edition).
.. the Earth Chronicle is every morning spoken to subscribers, who, in interesting
conversations with reporters, statesmen, and scientists, learn the news of the day.
Furthermore, each subscriber owns a phonograph, and to this instrument he leaves the task
of gathering the news whenever he happens not to be in a mood to listen directly himself.
In the year 2,889.

Jules Verne (1889).

The novel looked at many technological developments, far into the future, most remarkably
the application of cables beyond the simple electronic impulses of Morse Code. It was
remarkably prescient as the vast majority of Internet communications today are still carried
out by submarine fibre optic cables.
In 1900 Bennett purchased an even grander Yacht and continued to run the New York Herald
from his $600,000 314-foot yacht, Lysistrata. The Lysistrata had a live jersey cow on board
in a fan cooled stall in order that Bennett could have fresh milk every morning. Each side of
the bow was adorned with decorative owls with luminescent eyes that were lit up at night.

There were also owls carved into the
pillars around the entrance of the
Herald Building in New York. The idea
of the all-seeing, all-knowing owl was
very important to Bennett.

Festooned with all knowing and
seeing owls, The New York Herald
Building 1908.

Bennett generously sponsored sports and racing events all his life. In 1876 not only did he
establish the first polo club in America, but he also founded the Gordon Bennett Cup for
international yachting. Bennett continued to support many of the extreme sports of the day.

In 1906, Bennett funded the Gordon Bennett Cup in Ballooning, which continues to this day
and in 1909 he offered a trophy for the fastest speed on a closed circuit for aeroplanes.

James Gordon Bennett Trophies for Air Racing, Ballooning and Motor Racing.

Bennett’s bizarre obsession with owls reached its zenith when he commissioned renowned
architect Stanford White to design his final resting place: a two-hundred-foot-high mausoleum
built in the shape of a giant owl to stand on a promontory at Washington Heights, New York.

When Bennett died, his body would be placed in a coffin and dangle on chains in the
middle of the monument. The premature death of Stanford White in 1906 resulted in
Bennett scrapping the scheme.

Bennett was the first and the original
‘playboy’, however in 1913, at the age of 73
he finally did marry Maud Potter, the widow
of George de Reuter of Reuter’s News
Agency, his final link with modern
telegraphic cable communications was now
complete.

Villa Namouna, Cote D’Azure.

Gordon Bennett passed away at his Villa Namouna, the house he named after his Birkenhead
designed yacht, on the French Riviera on May 14th 1918.

Gordon Bennett lived life to the full, he was a good friend of Birkenhead, and his name will
probably live on forever in the English Language.

Jules Verne would write;
I shall be very glad if I may one day meet with Mr. G. Bennett, and if you are in touch with
Mr. Cyrus Field, please remind him that I had the advantage of traveling with him on
the Great Eastern on her crossing from Liverpool to New York in 1867.
Jules Verne letter to Henri Pène du Bois 17th July 1887.

Bennett’s biographer Sam Jefferson would write in 2016
Thus, the biggest American newspaper of the mid to late nineteenth century was not run as a
corporation, a money-making entity, but as the plaything for its lunatic owner.

Bennett ‘the lunatic owner’ may have left us with one final ‘plaything’ clue, secretly
contained within his own portrait from - Vanity Fayre – the magazine of which he was the
proprietor and had personally hired the artist.

Gordon Bennett!!

Next on Jules Verne and The Heroes of Birkenhead.

Part 21.
Playing the Role of the engineer Cyrus Harding in Jules Verne’s Mysterious
Island are the two real life business partners - Thomas Brassey of
Birkenhead and Cyrus West Field of the United States of America.

Illustrations for Part 20.
The Mad Commodore
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Yachting the Mediterranean (Namouna) by Julius LeBlanc Stewart.
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