
                                   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                             

                   -Jules Verne’s Lincoln Island-  

 

Jules Verne and the Heroes of Birkenhead. 

 
Part 26 

Playing the Part of Pencroft, The Unionist Sailor in Jules 

Verne’s Mysterious Island… is Raphael Semmes.   

 

By John Lamb 

(Former Head of Geography, The Liverpool Blue Coat 

School, England). 
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                         One man in his time plays many parts. 

                                                                               William Shakespeare 

There are still other acts of the drama to be performed. 

                                                                                              Raphael Semmes.  

 



Part 26. 

Playing the Part of Pencroft, the Unionist Sailor in Jules Verne’s 

Mysterious Island is… 

 

Raphael Semmes (1809-1877) 

 

                   –CAPTAIN OF THE CSS ALABAMA OF BIRKENHEAD –  

       –INCINERATED 52 UNIONIST SHIPS IN THE AMERICAN CIVIL WAR–  

                              –HATER OF THE STARS AND STRIPES –  

                       –MAKES RACIST COMMENTS IN HIS MEMOIRS –  

–APPEARS TO HAVE REPENTED HIS SINS VIA THE AUTHOR JULES VERNE– 

 

    All the world’s a stage, and one man in his time plays many parts.   

                                                   William Shakespeare As You Like It (1599).         

 

In Jules Verne’s Mysterious Island, Pencroft the Yankee sailor is petulant and well meaning, 

he hates pirates, has a fixation with fire and tobacco, he is a great friend of Neb, the freed 

black slave and he loves the Stars and Stripes.  

His part is played with supreme irony by Raphael Semmes - the Confederate pirate, Yankee 

ship burner, tobacco mutiny suppressor, racist and Stars and Stripes hater. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Semmes is Pencroft. There is one salient clue when 

Pencroft’s pride and joy, his new ship the Bonadventure 

sails out to sea for the first time.  

                                                                                                 

The wind blowing out of Union Bay she ran before it, 

and thus showed her owners much to their satisfaction, 

that she possessed a remarkably fast pair of heels, 

according to Pencroft’s mode of speaking. 

Mysterious Island (1875) – Kingston Translation Only 

       

                                                           The Bonadventure  



The derivatives of the phrase fast pair of heels are used at least a dozen times by Raphael 

Semmes in his Memoirs of a Service Afloat During the War Between the States (1869) – and 

it is most certainly his mode of speaking.                            

 ‘She looked American, and had heels, and the chase continued all night… 

…She had heels as well as the Alabama, and when day dawned, she was still some distance 

from us… 

…It was a fair trial of heels, with a fine breeze and a smooth sea...  

…His, brig, as we soon discovered, had light heels, and he made the best possible use of 

them...  

…But the stranger had faith in his heels, and instead of heaving to, threw out more kites to 

the balmy morning breeze... 

…But they were all too fast for them, and betaking of themselves to their heels, soon put 

themselves out of harms way...  

…As we wanted our heels to be as clean as possible, we careened the ship...  

…For the first half hour it was hard to tell which ship had the heels of the other....  

…She had heels but they were not quite as clean as the Alabama’s...  

…We chased a large ship which tried her heels with us…  

…I see you have the heels of me, and there is no use in trying any longer… 

…that the little craft had heels, and I was some two or three hours in coming up with her. 

Raphael Semmes Memoirs of a Service Afloat During the War Between the States (1869).  

 

Neither the Kravitz (2001) translation, nor the French original text of Mysterious Island uses 

the phrase fast pair of heels – it has been inserted in the English Kingston translation.  

For this reason, when dealing with the remaining character of Pencroft, the 1875 Kingston 

translation will be used, the assumption being that Verne has more control over his English 

translations than previously assumed.  



PENCROFT IS A GREAT FRIEND OF NEB THE FREED BLACK 

SLAVE AND WISHES TO STAY WITH HIM FOREVER. 

 

It is true, we are defending our slave property, but we are defending it no more than any 

other species of our property—it is all endangered, under a general system of robbery. We 

are, in fact, fighting for independence… 

…Our system of slavery might have saved his race from destruction—nothing else can. 

Raphael Semmes Memoirs of a Service Afloat During the War Between the States (1869).  

The racist and pro-slavery Raphael Semmes, will, as the character of Pencroft, build a bond 

of friendship and brotherhood with the freed slave Neb in Mysterious Island. Together they 

will fulfil the second paragraph of the United States Declaration of Independence:  

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed 

by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the 

Pursuit of Happiness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Neb and Pencroft go hunting. 

 

When the sailor was enthusiastic, Neb always looked 

as if he would say, “Nothing could be more natural,” 

Pencroft and he were great friends.  

  

Jules Verne The Mysterious Island (1874) 

 

                                                       

 

Pencroft comforts Neb.                                 



There has been no increase, either in numbers, intelligence, or morals among them; and that, 

too, under circumstances, all of which were favorable to the negro. 

Raphael Semmes Memoirs of a Service Afloat During the War Between the States (1869).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Neb and he often spoke of these inexplicable things and both by their very nature, prone to 

believing in miracles, were not very far from thinking that Lincoln Island was under the 

influence of some supernatural power.                                                                                                              

                                                                                  Jules Verne Mysterious Island (1874) 

 

Pencroft and Neb especially, who were so happy and 

prosperous, would have regretted leaving their 

island. They were suited to this new life in a country 

that their intelligence had civilized. 

Never would they abandon this colony, founded with 

so much labour and success, and which would 

develop even further once in contact with America.  

           Jules Verne The Mysterious Island (1874) 

 

Pencroft and Neb build some scarecrows.  

 
 

Pencroft and Neb especially hoped to end 

their days here.  

 

         Jules Verne Mysterious Island (1875) 

 

 

 

              Neb puts his arm around Pencroft.                        



                           PENCROFT LOVES THE STARS AND STRIPES 

 

A great government had been broken up, family ties had been severed, and war—grim, 

ghastly war—was arraying a household against itself. A little while back, and I had served 

under the very flag which I had that day defied. Strange revolution of feeling, how I now 

hated that flag! It had been to me as a mistress to a lover; I had looked upon it with admiring 

eyes, had dallied with it in hours of ease, and had had recourse to it, in hours of trouble, and 

now I found it false! What wonder that I felt a lover’s resentment?...   

…“Tear down that flaunting lie, 

Half-mast the starry flag, 

Insult no sunny sky 

With hate’s polluted rag.”… 

Raphael Semmes. Memoirs of Service Afloat During the War between the States. (1869) 

 

Pencroft also manufactured a flag, that flag so dear to every true American, containing the 

stars and stripes of their glorious Union. The colours for it were supplied from certain plants 

used in dyeing, and which were vert abundant in the island; only to the thirty-seven stars, 

representing the thirty-seven States of The Union, which shine on the American flag, the 

sailor added the thirty-eighth, the star of “the State of Lincoln,” for he considered his island 

as already united to the great republic. “And,” said he, “it is so already in heart, if not in 

deed!” 

In the meantime, the flag was hoisted at the central window of Granite House, and the 

settlers saluted it with three cheers. 

Jules Verne Mysterious Island (1874) 

 

 

 

 

 

    Herbert weighed the anchor, which was fast in the sand near the mouth of the Mercy. The 

sail was hoisted, the Lincolnian flag floated from the masthead, and the "Bonadventure," 

steered by Pencroft, stood out to sea.       

                                                                                    Jules Verne Mysterious Island (1874) 

 

…The “old flag,” which I had been accustomed to 

worship, in my youth, had a criminal look, in my eyes, as 

it ascended to the peak of that ship… 

Raphael Semmes. Memoirs of Service Afloat During the 

War between the States. (1869) 

          

             

 

                                                                     The Stars and 

Stripes is hoisted above Pencroft’s ship The 

Bonadventure. 



PENCROFT HATES PIRATES AND BELIEVES THEY SHOULD BE 

HUNTED DOWN WITHOUT MERCY. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Humph! Said Pencroft,” “these pirates! They are gentlemen who have no right to any 

consideration! And the captain wanted to win them by kindness! I’ll send them Kindness but 

in the Shape of a Good Bullet”       

                                                                                                         Jules Verne Mysterious Island (1874) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mr. Seward, the Federal Secretary of State, and Mr. 

Charles Francis Adams, who was the United States 

Minister at the Court of St. James, during the late war 

between the States, have frequently lost their temper, when 

they have spoken of the Alabama, and denounced her as a 

“pirate.” 

Raphael Semmes. Memoirs of Service Afloat During the 

War between the States. (1869) 

 

Captain of the 290th ship built at Lairds of Birkenhead.                                       

 …These resolutions were sent to Mr. Seward, and that 

renowned statesman sat down, forthwith, and wrote a 

volume of despatches to Mr. Adams, in London, about 

the naughty things that the “British Pirate” was doing 

in American waters... 

Raphael Semmes. Memoirs of Service Afloat During 

the War between the States. (1869) 

 

The Pirate Semmes. 

 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                            

But also revelled in being called a pirate at the same time. 

…“I therefore determined to bend down toward the Spanish Main”… 

…On the evening of the 2d of December, we passed the little island of Tortuga, so famous in 

the history of the buccaneers and pirates who once infested these waters... 

…“Cadiz is a nice place,” said they to my boats’ crews. “With plenty of grog and lots of 

fun.”… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Raphael Semmes. Memoirs of Service Afloat During the War between the States. (1869) 

 

Raphael Semmes, in the form of Captain Kidd will return to our adventure with a vengeance.   

 

 

 

…They were evidently a little puzzled at finding in the Alabama 

a rather stylish-looking ship of war, with polite young officers 

to receive them, at the gangway, and show them round the ship, 

instead of the disorderly privateer, or pirate, they had expected 

to find. I could see some of these gentlemen eying me with 

curiosity, and with evident disappointment depicted in their 

countenances, as my young officers would point me out to them.  

They had come on board to see a Captain Kidd, or Blue Beard, 

at the least, and had found only a common mortal, in no wise 

distinguished from the officers by whom he was surrounded, 

except, perhaps, that his gray coat was a little more faded, and 

his moustache a little more the color of his coat… 

 

 

Raphael Semmes hated being called a 

pirate.  

They could as logically have called 

General Robert E. Lee a bandit, as 

myself a pirate; but logic was not the 

forte of the enemy, either during or 

since the late war… 

The Pirate ‘Alabama.’ 



Raphael Semmes was all too conscious of the potential for Britain to influence the outcome 

of the American Civil War - the southern states did not have to win to gain independence – 

they simply had to avoid losing.   

 

If things came to a deadlock, we might have an ally, in the war, sooner than we expected. It 

would be a curious revolution of the wheel of fortune I thought, to have John Bull helping us 

to beat the Yankee, on a point—to wit, the right of self-government—on which we had helped 

the Yankee to beat Bull, less than a century before.  

Raphael Semmes. Memoirs of Service Afloat During the War between the States. (1869) 

 

In Mysterious Island, Pencroft makes his own views known on Britain’s interference in the 

American Civil War, particularly the construction of commerce raiders such as the 

Birkenhead built CSS Alabama.  Ironically Pencroft, would hold forth on these views from 

the comfort of Granite House - what in ‘our reality’ is Birkenhead’s main sewer outlet. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In The Mysterious Island Neb, the freed black slave, and the others, try to reason with 

Pencroft about the plight of the six surviving pirates remaining on Lincoln Island. The 

suggestion is that if they repented, they could be worthy of forgiveness.  

Pencroft strongly disagrees, and in many ways, Jules Verne pre-empts the conversation that 

we must now have in the modern day - in other words did Raphael Semmes genuinely repent 

for his racism and his role in the American Civil War? And if so, is he, 150 years later, 

worthy of our forgiveness? 

 

Pencroft asks Ayrton, the repentant pirate (also played by Raphael Semmes) what he thinks 

about mercilessly hunting down the remaining six pirates on Lincoln Island.   

 

“The beggars” exclaimed the sailor. “Hallo 

there, you pirates, brigands, robbers, sons 

of John Bull!”  

When Pencroft, being a Yankee, treated 

anyone to the epiphet of “son of John Bull” 

he considered he had reached the last limits 

of insult. 

Jules Verne Mysterious Island (1874) 

 

                              Harpers Weekly (1863) 



“Well, captain,” exclaimed Pencroft, whose cheers might have rivalled the reports themselves, 

“what do you say of our battery? All the pirates in the Pacific have only to present themselves 

before Granite House! Not one can land there now without our permission!” 

“Believe me, Pencroft,” replied the engineer, “it would be better not to have to make the 

experiment.” 

“Well,” said the sailor, “what ought to be done with regard to those six villains who are 

roaming about the island? Are we to leave them to overrun our forests, our fields, our 

plantations? These pirates are regular jaguars, and it seems to me we ought not to hesitate to 

treat them as such! What do you think, Ayrton?” added Pencroft, turning to his companion. 

Ayrton hesitated at first to reply, and Cyrus Harding regretted that Pencroft had so 

thoughtlessly put this question. And he was much moved when Ayrton replied in a humble 

tone,— 

“I have been one of those jaguars, Mr. Pencroft. I have no right to speak.” 

And with a slow step he walked away. 

Pencroft understood. 

“What a brute I am!” he exclaimed. “Poor Ayrton! He has as much right to speak here as 

anyone!” 

“Yes,” said Gideon Spilett, “but his reserve does him honor, and it is right to respect the 

feeling which he has about his sad past.” 

“Certainly, Mr. Spilett,” answered the sailor, “and there is no fear of my doing so again. I 

would rather bite my tongue off than cause Ayrton any pain! But to return to the question. It 

seems to me that these ruffians have no right to any pity, and that we ought to rid the island of 

them as soon as possible.” 

“Is that your opinion, Pencroft?” asked the engineer. 

“Quite my opinion.” 

“And before hunting them mercilessly, you would not wait until they had committed some 

fresh act of hostility against us?” 

“Isn’t what they have done already enough?” asked Pencroft, who did not understand these 

scruples. 

“They may adopt other sentiments!” said Harding, “and perhaps repent.” 

“They repent!” exclaimed the sailor, shrugging his shoulders. 

“Pencroft, think of Ayrton!” said Herbert, taking the sailor’s hand. “He became an honest 

man again!” 

 



Pencroft looked at his companions one after the other. He had never thought of his proposal 

being met with any objection.  

His rough nature could not allow that they ought to come to terms with the rascals who had 

landed on the island with Bob Harvey’s accomplices, the murderers of the crew of the 

“Speedy,” and he looked upon them as wild beasts which ought to be destroyed without delay 

and without remorse. 

“Come!” said be. “Everybody is against me! You wish to be generous to those villains! Very 

well; I hope we mayn’t regret it!” 

“What danger shall we run,” said Herbert, “if we take care to be always on our guard?” 

“Hum!” observed the reporter, who had not given any decided opinion. “They are six and 

well armed. If they each lay hid in a corner, and each fired at one of us, they would soon be 

masters of the colony!” 

“Why have they not done so?” said Herbert. “No doubt because it was not their interest to 

do it. Besides, we are six also.” 

“Well, well!” replied Pencroft, whom no reasoning could have convinced. “Let us leave 

these good people to do what they like, and don’t think anything more about them!” 

“Come, Pencroft,” said Neb, “don’t make yourself out so bad as all that! Suppose one of 

these unfortunate men were here before you, within good range of your guns, you would not 

fire.” 

“I would fire on him as I would on a mad dog, Neb,” replied Pencroft coldly. 

“Pencroft,” said the engineer, “you have always shown much deference to my advice; will 

you, in this matter, yield to me?” 

“I will do as you please, Captain Harding,” answered the sailor, who was not at all 

convinced. 

“Very well, wait, and we will not attack them unless we are attacked first.” 

Thus their behavior towards the pirates was agreed upon, although Pencroft augured 

nothing good from it. They were not to attack them, but were to be on their guard. After all, the 

island was large and fertile. If any sentiment of honesty yet remained in the bottom of their 

hearts, these wretches might perhaps be reclaimed. Was it not their interest in the situation in 

which they found themselves to begin a new life? At any rate, for humanity’s sake alone, it 

would be right to wait. The colonists would no longer as before, be able to go and come without 

fear. Hitherto they had only wild beasts to guard against, and now six convicts of the worst 

description, perhaps, were roaming over their island. It was serious, certainly, and to less 

brave men, it would have been security lost! No matter! At present, the colonists had reason 

on their side against Pencroft. Would they be right in the future? That remained to be seen. 

J                                                                                      

                                                                                   Jules Verne Mysterious Island (1874)            



                 PENCROFT HAS AN OBSESSION WITH FIRE. 

 

Raphael Semmes will forever be associated with burning northern shipping and he gives full 

reign to his variety of writing skills in his ‘Memoirs of a Service Afloat’.  

 

…By the light of this flambeau, upon the lonely and silent sea, lighted of the passions of bad 

men who should have been our brothers, the Sumter, having aroused herself from her dream 

of vengeance, and run up her boats, moved forward on her course. The captain of the Golden 

Rocket watched the destruction of his ship from the quarter-deck of the Sumter, apparently 

with the calm eye of a philosopher, though, doubtless, he felt the emotions which the true 

sailor always feels, when he looks upon the dying agonies of his beloved ship, whether she be 

broken up by the storm, or perish in any other way.  

Raphael Semmes. Memoirs of Service Afloat During the War between the States. (1869) 

 

This burning ship was a beautiful spectacle, the scene being wild and picturesque beyond 

description. The black clouds were mustering their forces in fearful array. Already the entire 

heavens had been overcast. The thunder began to roll, and crash, and the lightning to leap 

from cloud to cloud in a thousand eccentric lines. The sea was in a tumult of rage; the winds 

howled, and floods of rain descended. Amid this turmoil of the elements, the Dunbar, all in 

flames, and with disordered gear and unfurled canvas, lay rolling and tossing upon the sea. 

Now an ignited sail would fly away from a yard, and scud off before the gale; and now the 

yard itself, released from the control of its braces, would swing about wildly, as in the 

madness of despair, and then drop into the sea. Finally, the masts went by the board, and 

then the hull rocked to and fro for a while, until it was filled with water, and the fire nearly 

quenched, when it settled to the bottom of the great deep, a victim to the passions of man, and 

the fury of the elements…  

 

And finally, after taking command of the James River Fleet, Semmes finally burns his own 

ironclad flagship, the Virginia II. 

 

They had not proceeded far, before an explosion, like the shock of an earthquake, took place, 

and the air was filled with missiles. It was the blowing up of the Virginia, my late flag-ship. 

The spectacle was grand beyond description. Her shell-rooms had been full of loaded shells. 

The explosion of the magazine threw all these shells, with their fuses lighted, into the air. The 

fuses were of different lengths, and as the shells exploded by twos and threes, and by the 

dozen, the pyrotechnic effect was very fine. 

Raphael Semmes. Memoirs of Service Afloat During the War between the States. (1869) 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As the burner of 52 Unionist ships, Raphael Semmes’s pyromaniac tendencies are given full 

reign by Jules Verne in his description of Pencroft.  

                                                                                                                                                    

Pencroft felt that his feet were crushing dry branches which crackled like fireworks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

…The sailor then struck a light and set fire to a twig. This lighted for a minute a small room, 

which appeared perfectly empty. At the back of a rude fireplace, with a few cold cinders, 

supporting an armful of dry wood. Pencroft threw the blazing twig on it, the wood crackled 

and gave forth a bright light.  

…“Hurrah!” cried Pencroft, who was always ready with this cry of triumph…   

As to the sailor, he passed the night with one eye on the fire, on which he did not spare fuel.                                                                                      

                                                                                     Jules Verne Mysterious Island (1874)             

                                                                                                                                           

Having been set on fire near night, and the wind falling to nearly a calm, we remained in 

sight of the burning wreck nearly all night…                                                                                     

Raphael Semmes. Memoirs of Service Afloat During the War between the States. (1869) 

 

Pencroft and Neb try to make fire.  

 

“I was never so nervous in my life!” 

 

The Destruction of the James River 

Fleet. 

The pyrotechnic effect was very fine. 



It recalled to Pencroft the day on which he lighted his only match, and all the anxiety of the 

operation.  

                                                                                    Jules Verne Mysterious Island (1874)    

 

“My duty is a painful one,” said I, “to destroy so noble a ship as yours, but I must discharge 

it without vain regrets; and as for yourself, you will only have to do, as so many thousands 

have done before you, submit to the fortunes of war.” 

   Raphael Semmes. Memoirs of Service Afloat During the War between the States. (1869) 

        

Here was a model of a letter of instruction—it meant “burn, sink, and destroy,” always, of 

course, within the limits prescribed by the laws of nations, and with due attention to the laws 

of humanity, in the treatment of prisoners… 

 

…I think well of your suggestion of the East Indies, as a cruising ground, and I hope to be in 

the track of the enemy’s commerce, in those seas, as early as October or November next; 

when I shall, doubtless, be able to lay other rich “burnt offerings” upon the altar of our 

country’s liberties…   

 

…My guests were kind enough to wish me a career full of “blazing honors”… 

 

…I have the honor to inform you, that I have on board this ship forty-three prisoners of 

war—late the crews of a ship, a bark, and a schooner, property of citizens of the United 

States, burned by me on the high seas… 

 

…Bartelli announced breakfast, and I invited my Hallowell friend to take a cup of coffee with 

me, telling him, at the same time, that I should burn his ship. As well as I recollect, he 

declined the coffee, but I am quite certain that the ship was burned. 

 

Raphael Semmes. Memoirs of Service Afloat During the War between the States. (1869) 

 

 

…“Give me but a good fire, and this pig shall be gnawed to the bones!”                  

                                     The Character of Pencroft. Jules Verne Mysterious Island (1874)             

                       

 



                         PENCROFT HAS AN OBSESSION WITH TOBACCO. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Semmes only briefly mentions the infamous cigar mutiny of his crew in his memoirs, a 

mutiny of his own making after they received cigars rather than the double pay in gold, he 

had promised them. Jules Verne will lampoon Semmes about cigars and tobacco throughout 

both Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea and The Mysterious Island. After all was the 

Nautilus not just a giant steel cigar?   

                                                                                                                                                                        

In Mysterious Island tobacco is a constant theme in the life of Pencroft. 

 

“Well, Mr Spilett,” said Herbert, “this is a treasure which will secure you Pencroft’s 

gratitude forever.” 

“Is it tobacco?” 

“Yes, and though it may not be of the finest quality, it is none the less tobacco!” 

“Oh good old Pencroft! Won’t he be pleased! But we must not let him smoke it all, he must 

give us our share.” 

                                                                                  Jules Verne Mysterious Island (1874)             

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I had another row with my rascals to-day. 

Having directed some cigars, which we had 

taken from the Winged Racer, to be 

distributed among the officers and crew, the 

latter threw theirs overboard in a most 

contemptuous manner, whereupon I arrested 

the ringleaders for punishment, etc.”  

Memoirs of Service Afloat During the War 

Between the States. Raphael Semmes (1869).  

                                                   The Winged Racer. 

 

This seems an even greater veiled dig by Jules 

Verne towards Raphael Semmes as he shared 

cigars amongst the Alabama’s crew. 

Semmes will receive more ridicule for his broken 

promises in our fifth novel.   

 

 

 

And Pencroft smoked, and smoked, and smoked. 

 



          PENCROFT’S BEAUTIFUL SHIP WILL BE DESTROYED BY PIRATES. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The ship becomes a personification. She not only 

“Walks the waters like a thing of life,” 

                               but she speaks in moving accents to those capable of interpreting her...  

 

…I had surveyed my new ship, as we approached, with no little interest, as she was to be not 

only my home, but my bride, as it were, for the next few years, and I was quite satisfied with 

her external appearance. She was, indeed, a beautiful thing to look upon…  

Memoirs of Service Afloat During the War Between the States. Raphael Semmes (1869).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In a lesson in empathy, Raphael Semmes, in the 

role of Pencroft, will find out how it feels to have 

the ship that you loved so dearly, destroyed by 

pirates.  

As Semmes had already lost his beloved ship, the 

CSS Alabama, this was a lesson that had already 

been partly learned by Raphael Semmes.   

 

 

                            Pencroft Starts to Build His Ship 

 

On the 10th October the vessel was launched. Pencroft 

was radiant with joy, the operation was perfectly 

successful; the boat completely rigged, having been 

pushed on rollers to the water’s edge, was floated by the 

rising tide, amid cheers of the colonists, particularly of 

Pencroft, who showed no modesty on this occasion. 

Besides his importance was to last beyond the finishing 

of the vessel, since after having built her, he was to 

command her. The grade of captain was bestowed upon 

him with the approbation of all. To satisfy Captain 

Pencroft, it was now necessary to give a name to the 

vessel, and after many propositions had been discussed, 

the votes were all in favour of the ‘Bonadventure’… 

Pencroft and the Bonadventure.   



 …“I shall not expose myself needlessly! I would rather a knife were run into my ribs than a 

sharp rock into those of my Bonadventure!”… 

That which Pencroft called ribs was the part of his vessel under water, and he valued it more 

than his own skin.  

                                                                                      Jules Verne Mysterious Island (1874)             

 

…I was much moved by the entreaties of the master of the Brilliant to spare his ship. He was 

a hard-working seaman, who owned a one third interest in her. He had built her, and was 

attached to her, and she represented all his worldly goods. But I was forced again to steel my 

heart... The ship made a brilliant bonfire, lighting up the Gulf Stream, for many miles 

around. 

Memoirs of Service Afloat During the War Between the States. Raphael Semmes (1869).  

 

"But, Pencroft," asked Ayrton, "how do you intend to make this voyage?" 

 In the 'Bonadventure. '"  

"The 'Bonadventure! '" exclaimed Ayrton. "She no longer exists."  

"My 'Bonadventure' exists no longer!" shouted Pencroft, bounding from his seat. 

"No," answered Ayrton. "The convicts discovered her in her little harbor only eight days ago, 

they put to sea in her—"  

"And?" said Pencroft, his heart beating. 

"And not having Bob Harvey to steer her, they ran on the rocks, and the vessel went to 

pieces." "Oh, the villains, the cutthroats, the infamous scoundrels!" exclaimed Pencroft. 
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Jules Verne will pay homage to the sinking of the Alabama in the novel Twenty Thousand 

Leagues Under the Sea.  

 

On 19th June 1864 the CSS Alabama was sunk off the 

coast of Cherbourg, France by the USS Kearsarge. 

Nineteen of the Alabama’s crew died and one 

crewmember of the Kearsarge. The death toll would 

have been far greater had it not been for the 

intervention of the yacht Deerhound of the Royal 

Mersey Yacht Club of Tranmere, Birkenhead.  

 

The Battle of the Kearsarge and the Alabama by 

Edouard Manet. (1864).  



No one who is not a seaman can realize the blow which falls upon the heart of a commander, 

upon the sinking of his ship. It is not merely the loss of a battle—it is the overwhelming of his 

household, as it were, in a great catastrophe. The Alabama had not only been my battle-field, 

but my home, in which I had lived two long years, and in which I had experienced many 

vicissitudes of pain and pleasure, sickness and health. My officers and crew formed a great 

military family, every face of which was familiar to me; and when I looked upon my gory 

deck, toward the close of the action, and saw so many manly forms stretched upon it, with the 

glazed eye of death, or agonizing with terrible wounds, I felt as a father feels who has lost his 

children—his children who had followed him to the uttermost ends of the earth, in sunshine 

and storm, and been always true to him. 

Raphael Semmes Memoirs of Service Afloat During the War Between the States (1869). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pencroft carries out a similar hydrographic survey between the two Mandible Capes on 

Mysterious Island, which in our world is the deep water at the mouth of the River Mersey 

known as the Mersey Narrows.    

“That is easily found out,” replied Pencroft. 

And the sailor sounded with a long cord, which served him as a lead line, and to which was 

fastened a lump of iron. This cord measured nearly fifty fathoms, and its entire length was 

unrolled without finding any bottom. 

“There,” exclaimed Pencroft, “our iron-clads can come here after all! They would not run 

aground!” 
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Next in Jules Verne and the Heroes of Birkenhead.  

27. Playing the Part of Jup, the Enslaved Orangutan in Jules Verne’s Mysterious 

Island… is Raphael Semmes.   

… and finally, Pencroft would re-enact the hydrographic 

surveys that were undertaken by Raphael Semmes’s ship the 

USS Brandywine (previously the Susquehanna) under the 

supervision of his friend, the Father of Modern 

Oceanography, Mathew Fontaine Maury.  

  In his novel Around the Moon (1869) Jules Verne gave a 

‘support’ role to Raphael Semmes as the captain of the 

fictional hydrographic ship Susquehanna as it picks up the 

1869 ‘lunar module’ from the waters of the Pacific Ocean. 

Matthew Fontaine Maury (1806-73) (standing) and 

Raphael Semmes (1809-77).  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part 26 

Playing the Part of Pencroft, the Unionist Sailor in Jules 

Verne’s Mysterious Island  

… is Raphael Semmes.   
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