
                                   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                             

                   -Jules Verne’s Lincoln Island-  

 

Jules Verne and the Heroes of Birkenhead. 

 

Part 28 

Playing the Part of Ayrton the Repentant Pirate 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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There are still other acts of the drama to be performed. 

                                                                                              Raphael Semmes.  

One man in his time plays many parts  

                                                                                     William Shakespeare. 

 



   Part 28. Playing the Part of Ayrton – the Repentant Pirate in Jules 

Verne’s Mysterious Island is…       

                           Admiral Raphael Semmes (1809-1877) 

 

                   –CAPTAIN OF THE CSS ALABAMA OF BIRKENHEAD –  

            –BURNED 54 UNIONIST SHIPS IN THE AMERICAN CIVIL WAR–  

                         –WRITES IN THE STYLE OF A PYROMANIAC– 

                 – CONDEMNED AS A PIRATE BY ABRAHAM LINCOLN–  

                     – SUPPORTER OF THE INSTITUTION OF SLAVERY –  

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

 

.        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In playing the Unionist sailor Pencroft, Raphael Semmes has experienced what it feels like to 

be loyal to the Union, love the Stars and Stripes and then have your ship destroyed by pirates.  

 

In playing the orangutan called Jup, Raphael Semmes has experienced what it feels like to be 

treated like a subhuman slave amid the utter frustration of being unable to convince his 

captors of the highly intelligent human being trapped inside. 

 

And finally, in playing the repentant pirate Ayrton, Raphael Semmes will know what it is like 

to say sorry for his previous sins and atone by helping Captain Nemo and the colonists build 

a new America…. in Birkenhead.  

                                                                                                                                                             

Jules Verne needs to establish beyond doubt that the character of the repentant pirate Thomas 

Ayrton is also based on Raphael Semmes.  

Raphael  Semmes      

(1809-1877) 

 

 

  

                 Ayrton 



 

He will do this by endlessly referring to ‘burning’ and ‘fire’ so many times when dealing with 

the reformed pirate Ayrton that it will attain the status of a long running music hall joke in the 

Argyle Theatre Palace of Varieties  of Birkenhead.  

 

To ‘get’ that joke we must at first immerse ourselves in the endlessly pyromaniacal writings 

of Raphael Semmes, particularly as all the burning references will surface again throughout 

our fifth novel.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

              

 

 

Raphael Semmes gives full vent to his pyromania in his Memoirs of Service Afloat During 

the War Between the States (1869) – a book that, as we shall soon see, will inspire Jules 

Verne’s masterpiece Twenty Thousand leagues Under the Sea (1869).  

 

Semmes’s vivid descriptions of 43 out of 52 of the ships that he burned are included here. 

The purpose is twofold. Firstly, to fully appreciate the scale of burning inflicted on the 

American shipping fleet by the ‘Birkenhead Pirate,’ and secondly to highlight the incendiary 

links with the repentant pirate, Thomas Ayrton in Mysterious Island. The burning of the nine 

other ships will be saved for our fifth novel. 

 

Memory had abandoned him long ago, and it doubtless had been a long time since he had 

used tools, arms, or made a fire… 

                              Jules Verne describing Thomas Ayrton. The Mysterious Island (1874) 

                  

              

                                                                

Semmes had been a wolf of the deep 

For many a day to harmless sheep; 

Ships he scuttled and robbed and burned, 

Watches pilfered and pockets turned.  

From a Union Poem by George H. Boker (1864) 

 

 

                                              The Pyromaniac Semmes 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Cruise of the CSS Sumter (June 1861 – February 1862. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The first ship captured and burned by Raphael Semmes and the Sumter was The Golden 

Rocket.  

 

3rd July 1861 – The Golden Rocket.  

 

“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—yourself and your crew will be well 

treated on board my ship.” The prize bore the name of The Golden Rocket, was a fine bark, 

nearly new, of about seven hundred tons, and was seeking, in ballast, a cargo of sugar in 

some one of the Cuban ports. Boats were dispatched to bring off the crew, and such 

provisions, cordage, sails, and paints as the different departments of my ship stood in need 

of, and at about ten o’clock at night, the order was given to apply the torch to her. 

 

The wind, by this time, had become very light, and the night was pitch-dark—the darkness 

being of that kind, graphically described by old sailors, when they say, you may cut it with a 

knife. I regret that I cannot give to the reader the picture of the burning ship, as it presented 

itself to the silent, and solemn watchers on board the Sumter as they leaned over her 

hammock rails to witness it. The boat, which had been sent on this errand of destruction, had 

pulled out of sight, and her oars ceasing to resound, we knew that she had reached the 

doomed ship, but so impenetrable was the darkness, that no trace of either boat, or ship 

could be seen, although the Sumter was distant only a few hundred yards. Not a sound could 

be heard on board the Sumter, although her deck was crowded with men. 

 

 

The CSS Sumter (left) was Captain Raphael Semmes’s 

first naval command in the American Civil War. 

Originally, the merchant steamer Habana, she was 

converted to a commerce raider at New Orleans and 

escaped the Union blockade in July 1861.  

She operated as a commerce raider in 

the Caribbean and in the Atlantic Ocean before being 

abandoned at Gibraltar in June 1862.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Civil_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Commerce_raiding
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caribbean
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atlantic_Ocean


 Every one seemed busy with his own thoughts, and gazing eagerly in the direction of the 

doomed ship, endeavoring, in vain, to penetrate the thick darkness. Suddenly, one of the crew 

exclaimed, “There is the flame! She is on fire!” The decks of this Maine-built ship were of 

pine, calked with old-fashioned oakum, and paid with pitch; the wood-work of the cabin was 

like so much tinder, having been seasoned by many voyages to the tropics, and the forecastle 

was stowed with paints, and oils. The consequence was, that the flame was not long in 

kindling, but leaped, full-grown, into the air, in a very few minutes after its first faint glimmer 

had been seen. The boarding officer, to do his work more effectually, had applied the torch 

simultaneously in three places, the cabin, the mainhold, and the forecastle; and now the 

devouring flames rushed up these three apertures, with a fury which nothing could resist.  

 

The burning ship, with the Sumter’s boat in the act of shoving off from her side; 

the Sumter herself, with her grim, black sides, lying in repose like some great sea-monster, 

gloating upon the spectacle, and the sleeping sea, for there was scarce a ripple upon the 

water, were all brilliantly lighted. The indraught into the burning ship’s holds, and cabins, 

added every moment new fury to the flames, and now they could be heard roaring like the 

fires of a hundred furnaces, in full blast. The prize ship had been laid to, with her main-

topsail to the mast, and all her light sails, though clewed up, were flying loose about the 

yards. The forked tongues of the devouring element, leaping into the rigging, newly tarred, 

ran rapidly up the shrouds, first into the tops, then to the topmast-heads, thence to the top-

gallant, and royal mast-heads, and in a moment more to the trucks; and whilst this rapid 

ascent of the main current of fire was going on, other currents had run out upon the yards, 

and ignited all the sails.  

 

A top-gallant sail, all on fire, would now fly off from the yard, and sailing leisurely in the 

direction of the light breeze that was fanning, rather than blowing, break into bright, and 

sparkling patches of flame, and settle, or rather silt into the sea. The yard would then follow, 

and not being wholly submerged by its descent into the sea, would retain a portion of its 

flame, and continue to burn, as a floating brand, for some minutes. At one time, the intricate 

net-work of the cordage of the burning ship was traced, as with a pencil of fire, upon the 

black sky beyond, the many threads of flame twisting, and writhing, like so many serpents 

that had received their death wounds. The mizzen-mast now went by the board, then the fore-

mast, and in a few minutes afterward, the great main-mast tottered, reeled, and fell over the 

ship’s side into the sea, making a noise like that of the sturdy oak of the forests when it falls 

by the stroke of the axeman. 

 

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. 



  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4th January 1861 

 

 

Cadiz, January 4, 1862. 

Sir:—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.  

 

January 1861 – The Neapolitan 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

…When the signal-man on the top of the Rock announced the appearance of a Confederate 

States’ steamer in the Strait, every one knew that it was the Sumter. And when, a short time 

afterward, it was announced that the little steamer was in chase of a Yankee, the excitement 

became intense. Half the town rushed to Europa Point and the signal-station, to watch the 

chase and the capture; and when the flames were seen ascending from the 

doomed Neapolitan, sketch-books and pencils were produced, and all the artists in the crowd 

went busily to work to sketch the extraordinary spectacle; extraordinary in any age, but still 

more extraordinary in this.               

The Neapolitan was burned; 

burned in the sight of Europe and 

Africa, with the turbaned Moor 

looking upon the conflagration,  on 

one hand, and the garrison of 

Gibraltar and the Spaniard on the 

other.  

 

 

26th November 1861- The Arcade 

In a couple of hours we had come up with, and hove her to, 

with a gun. She proved to be the Arcade, from Portland, 

Me., with a load of staves, bound to Guadeloupe, where she 

intended to exchange her staves for rum and sugar…We had 

not made much of a prize. The little craft was sailed too 

economically to afford us even a spare barrel of provisions. 

The number of mouths on board were few, and the rations 

had been carefully adjusted to the mouths. And so, having 

nothing to transfer to the Sumter, except the master and 

crew, we applied the torch to her, in a very few minutes. The 

staves being well seasoned, she made a beautiful bonfire, 

and lighted us over the seas, some hours after dark.  

  

 

 



                 The Cruise of the CSS Alabama (July 1862 -June 1864). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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. 

                                                                                                                        Raphael Semmes                                                             

September 4th 1862 - The Ocmulgee 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It took us some time to remove the crew of the Ocmulgee, 

consisting of thirty-seven persons, to the Alabama. We 

also got on board from her some beef and pork, and small 

stores, and by the time we had done this, it was nine 

o’clock at night; too late to think of burning her, as a 

bonfire, by night, would flush the remainder of the game, 

which I knew to be in the vicinity; and I had now become 

too old a hunter to commit such an indiscretion. With a 

little management and caution, I might hope to uncover 

the birds, no faster than I could bag them. And so, 

hoisting a light at the peak of the prize. 

 

 

 

The CSS Alabama (right) was Captain 

Raphael Semmes’s second naval command 

in the American Civil War. Constructed at 

Lairds shipyard of Birkenhead in July 1862 

and fitted with arms on the desert island of 

Terceira, she sailed 70,000 miles (20,000 

Leagues) around three oceans and burned 54 

American merchant ships, before being sunk 

by the USS Kearsarge on 19th June 1864. 

 

I permitted her to remain anchored to the whale, and 

we lay by her until the next morning, when we 

burned her; the smoke of the conflagration being, no 

doubt, mistaken by vessels at a distance, for that of 

some passing steamer. 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Civil_War


7th, 8th and 9th September 1862 - The Starlight, the Ocean Rover, and the Alert 

I had now three prizes on my hands, viz.: the Starlight, the Ocean Rover, and the Alert, with a 

prize crew on board of each, and as I could make no better use of them than to destroy them, 

thanks to the unfriendly conduct of neutrals, so often referred to, it became necessary to think 

of burning them. They were lying at distances, ranging from half a mile to three miles from 

the Alabama, and were fired within a short time of each other, so that we had three funeral 

pyres burning around us at the same moment. The other whalers at a distance must have 

thought that there were a good many steamers passing Flores, that day. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

14th September 1862 – The Benjamin Tucker 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

September 1862 - The Virginia 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When I came on deck the next morning, there was 

a fine large ship lying under my lee, awaiting my 

orders. She proved to be the Benjamin Tucker, of 

New Bedford, eight months out, with three 

hundred and forty barrels of oil. We received from 

her an additional supply of tobacco, and other 

small stores. As early as ten o’clock, the crew of 

the Tucker, numbering thirty persons, were on 

board the Alabama, and the ship was on fire.  

 

 

It was another American whaling ship, the Virginia, only 

twenty days out, from New Bedford…The master of this 

ship expressed great surprise at the speed of the Alabama, 

under sail. His own ship, he said, was fast, but he had 

stood “no chance” with the Alabama. It was like a rabbit 

attempting to run away from a greyhound. We burned the 

Virginia, when we had gotten our supplies on board, and 

despoiled her of such cordage, and spare sails as we 

needed, and stood away to the north-west again. The torch 

having been applied to her rather late in the afternoon, the 

burning wreck was still visible some time after nightfall.  

 

 

 

 

13th September 1862 - The Altamaha 

The stranger did not attempt to escape, and in an 

hour or two more, we were alongside of the American 

whaling brig Altamaha, from New Bedford, five 

months out. The Altamaha had had but little success, 

and was comparatively empty. She did not make so 

beautiful a bonfire, therefore, as the other whalers 

had done. 

 



18th September 1862 The Elisha Dunbar 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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. 

 

3rd October 1862 - The Brilliant 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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. He was, like the other masters who had 

remonstrated with me, in the same boat with the 

“political rascals,” who had egged on the war; and I 

told him he must look to those rascals for redress. The 

ship made a brilliant bonfire, lighting up the Gulf 

Stream, for many miles around. 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. 

 
 

This was the only ship I ever 

burned, before examining her 

papers. But as she was a whaler, 

and so could have no neutral 

cargo on board, the risk to be run 

was not very great. She proved to 

be the Elisha Dunbar of New 

Bedford, twenty-four days out.   

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

21st October 1862 - The Lafayette 

The prize, upon being boarded, proved to be the Lafayette, from New York, laden with grain, 

chiefly for Irish ports. We learned from newspapers captured on board of her, that news of 

our capture of the Brilliant and Emily Farnum off the Banks of Newfoundland, had reached 

the United States, and, as was to be expected, I found, when I came to examine the papers of 

the Lafayette, plenty of certificates to cover her cargo. In fact, from this time onward, I rarely 

got hold of an enemy’s ship, whose cargo was not certificated all over—oaths for this 

purpose being apparently as cheap, as the much-derided custom-house oaths, that every ship-

master is expected to take, without the least regard to the state of the facts. Upon examination 

of these certificates, I pronounced them fraudulent, and burned the ship… 

…Having captured the Lafayette at nightfall, it was as late as ten P. M. before we got through 

with the business of “robbing” her—robbing her, in spite of all those nicely contrived 

certificates, and British consular seals—when we set her on fire. In a few hours, she was a 

mere beacon-light, upon the sea, marking, as so many other fine ships had marked, the track 

of the “pirate.”  

 

2nd November 1862 - The Levi Starbuck 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We came up with the stranger about noon, 

with the United States colors at our peak, 

and upon firing a gun, the fugitive hoisted 

the same colors, and hove to. She proved 

to be the Levi Starbuck, a whaler, out of 

New Bedford, and bound on a voyage of 

thirty months, to the Pacific Ocean. Here 

was another store-ship for us, with plenty 

of provisions, slops, and small stores. 

Getting on board from her such articles as 

we stood in need of, and removing the 

crew, we burned her about nightfall. 

 

 

 

15th October 1862 – The Lamplighter 

. She came along quite fast, before the 

gale, and when within reach, we hove her 

to, with the accustomed gun. She proved, 

upon being boarded, to be the 

bark Lamplighter, of Boston, from New 

York, for Gibraltar, with a cargo of 

tobacco. There was no attempt to cover the 

cargo, and when we had removed the crew 

to the Alabama, we burned her. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A looker-on upon that conflagration would have seen a beautiful picture, for besides the 

burning ship, there were the two islands mentioned, sleeping in the dreamy moonlight, on the 

calm bosom of a tropical sea, and the rakish-looking “British Pirate” steaming in for the 

land, with every spar, and line of cordage brought out in bold relief, by the bright flame—

nay, with the very “pirates” themselves visible, handling the boxes, and bales of 

merchandise, which they had “robbed” from this innocent Yankee, whose countrymen at 

home were engaged in the Christian occupation of burning our houses and desolating our 

fields.   

 

 

8th November 1862 - The Wales 

There was no attempt to cover the cargo of 

the Wales, and I was glad to find, that it was 

consigned to, and probably owned by, the 

obnoxious house of the Barings, in Boston, 

whose ship, the Neapolitan, I had burned, in 

the Strait of Gibraltar. This British house had 

rendered itself exceedingly active, during the 

war, in the Federal interest, importing large 

quantities of arms, and otherwise aiding the 

enemy; and I took especial pleasure, therefore, 

in applying the torch to its property. 

 

 

 

26th January 1863 - The Golden Rule 

The prize proved, upon being boarded, to be 

the Golden Rule, from New York, for Aspinwall. I 
applied the well-known rule of prize law to the 

case, viz., that everything found on board an 

enemy’s ship is presumed to belong to the enemy, 

until the contrary is shown by proper evidence; 

and at about six P. M. applied the torch. The 

islands of St. Domingo and Jamaica were both 

sufficiently near for their inhabitants to witness 

the splendid bonfire, which lighted up the 

heavens far and near, soon after dark.  

 



27h January 1863 The Chastelaine  

Ranging within a convenient distance, we lowered, and sent a boat on board of her. She 

proved to be American, as we had suspected. She was the Chastelaine of Boston, last from 

the island of Guadeloupe, whither she had been to deliver a cargo of staves, and was now on 

her way to Cienfuegos, in the island of Cuba, in quest of sugar and rum for the Boston folks. 

We applied the torch to her, lighting up the sea-girt walls of Alta Vela with the unusual 

spectacle of a burning ship, and disturbing the slumber of the sea-gulls and gannets for the 

balance of the night.   

 

3rd February 1863 – The Palmetto 

On the 3d of February, we made our first capture since leaving St. Domingo. It was the 

schooner Palmetto, bound from New York to St. John’s, in the island of Porto Rico. We gave 

chase to her, soon after breakfast, and came up with her about half-past one P. M. It was a 

fair trial of heels, with a fine breeze and a smooth sea; both vessels being on a wind; and it 

was beautiful to see how the Alabama performed her task, working up into the wind’s eye, 

and overhauling her enemy, with the ease of a trained courser coming up with a saddle-

nag… Getting on board from the Palmetto, such articles of provisions—and she was chiefly 

provision-laden—as we needed, we applied the torch to her about sunset, and filled away, 

and made sail. 

 

21st February 1863 – The Olive Jane 

She proved to be the bark Olive Jane, of New York, from Bordeaux, bound to New York, with 

an assorted cargo of French wines, and brandies, canned meats, fruits, and other delicacies. 

There was no attempt to cover the cargo. I acted upon this presumption, and set fire to the 

Olive Jane. What a splendid libation was here to old Neptune! I did not permit so much as a 

bottle of brandy, or a basket of champagne to be brought on board the Alabama, though, I 

doubt not, the throats of some of my vagabonds, who had so recently cooled off, from the big 

frolic they had had in Jamaica, were as dry as powder-horns.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There were the richest of olives, and patés de fois gras, 

going to tickle the palates of the New York shoddyites, 

and other nouveau-riche plebeians, destroyed in that 

terrible conflagration.  

Amid the crackling of flames, the bursting of brandy 

casks, the shrivelling of sails, as they were touched by 

the fire, and the tumbling of the lighter spars of the Olive 

Jane from aloft, we turned our head to the eastward 

again, and rejoined our first prize, coming up with her 

just as the shades of evening were closing in. 

 



21st  February 1863 - The Golden Eagle 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

2nd March 1863 – The John A. Parks 

A gun and a Confederate flag, were all that was required to bring the tall ship to a halt, and 

remove her doubts, if she had had any. She was the John A. Parks, of Hallowell, Maine… 

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. 

 

23rd March 1863 – The Kingfisher  

The Kingfisher we burned. This adventurous little whaler had a crew of twenty-three persons, 

all of whom were Portuguese, except the master, and mate, and one or two boat-steerers. We 

set fire to her just at nightfall, and the conflagration presented a weird-like spectacle on the 

“line,” amid the rumbling of thunder, the shifting, but ever black scenery, of the nimbi, or 

rain clouds, and the pouring and dashing of torrents of rain.  

Sometimes the flames would cower beneath a drenching shower, as though they had been 

subdued, but in a moment afterward, they would shoot up, mast-head high, as brightly and 

ravenously as before. The oil in her hold kept her burning on the surface of the still sea, until 

a late hour at night.    

The ship was the Golden Eagle, and I had 

overhauled her near the termination of a long 

voyage. She had sailed from San Francisco, in 

ballast, for Howland’s Island, in the Pacific; a 

guano island of which some adventurous 

Yankees had taken possession.  

 

There she had taken in a cargo of guano, for Cork and a market; the guano being owned by, 

and consigned to the order of the American Guano Company.  This ship had buffeted the 

gales of the frozen latitudes of Cape Horn, threaded her pathway among its icebergs, been 

parched with the heats of the tropic, and drenched with the rains of the equator, to fall into 

the hands of her enemy, only a few hundred miles from her port. But such is the fortune of 

war. It seemed a pity, too, to destroy so large a cargo of a fertilizer, that would else have 

made fields stagger under a wealth of grain. But those fields would be the fields of the 

enemy; or if it did not fertilize his fields, its sale would pour a stream of gold into his 

coffers; and it was my business upon the high seas, to cut off, or dry up this stream of gold. 

The torch followed the examination of the papers. The reader may, perhaps, by this time 

have remarked, how fond the Yankees had become of the qualifying adjective, “golden,” as 

a prefix to the names of their ships. I had burned the Golden Rocket, the Golden Rule, and 

the Golden Eagle. 

 



25th March 1863 The Hill and the Nora 

The Hill and the Nora were, therefore, both consigned to the flames, after we had gotten on 

board from them such articles as we stood in need of. We received from the two ships 

between thirty and forty tons of coal, or about two days’ steaming. It took us nearly all the 

following day to transport it in our small boats, and we did not set fire to the ships until five 

in the afternoon. We received, also, half a dozen recruits from them. I had now quite as many 

men as I wanted. 

 

15th April 1863 – The Lafayette, the Louisa Hatch and the Cory 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

…I burned the Louisa Hatch along with the Cory, having no farther use for her; taking the 

pains to send them both beyond the marine league, that I might pay due respect to the 

jurisdiction of Brazil. 

 

16th April 1863 – The Nye 

Before we had been twenty-four hours at sea, the usual bugle-note was sounded from the 

mast-head, and the Alabama had pricked up her ears in chase. It was another unfortunate 

whaler. The fates seemed to have a grudge against these New England fishermen, and would 

persist in throwing them in my way, although I was not on a whaling-ground. This was the 

sixteenth I had captured—a greater number than had been captured from the English by 

Commodore David Porter, in his famous cruise in the Pacific, in the frigate Essex, during the 

war of 1812. The prize proved to be the bark Nye, of New Bedford. This bluff old whaler was 

returning home from a cruise of thirty-one months in the far-off Pacific, during which her 

crew had become almost as much Sandwich Islanders, as Americans in appearance, with 

their garments so saturated with oil that they would have been quite valuable to the soap-

boiler. She had sent “home” one or two cargoes of oil, and had now on board 425 barrels 

more. It seemed a pity to break in upon the menage of these old salts, who had weathered so 

many gales, and chased the whale through so many latitudes, but there was no alternative. 

The New England wolf was still howling for Southern blood, and the least return we could 

make for the howl, was to spill a little “ile.” Everything about the Nye being greased to 

saturation, she made a splendid conflagration. 

 

The first we came up with, was the 

bark Lafayette, of New Bedford. There were no 

papers to be examined—the mate, in the absence 

of the captain, having thrown them overboard, as 

we approached—and we gave her a short shrift. 

She was burning brightly, in less than an hour... 

 

 



17th April 1863 – The Dorcas Prince 

The next day the wind freshened, and we might now be said to be in the well-pronounced 

south-east trades. Indeed, it blew so fresh at nightfall, that we took the single reefs in the 

topsails. We were jogging along leisurely on the great Brazilian highway, waiting for the 

passengers, rather than hunting them up. Presently another came along—a fine, taunt ship, 

that represented the boxes and bales of merchandise, rather than harpoons and whale-oil. 

We gave chase under the enemy’s colors, but the chase was coy and shy, and refused to show 

colors in return, until she was commanded to do so by a gun. The stars and stripes, which 

now fluttered to the breeze, sufficiently explained her reluctance. Upon being boarded she 

proved to be the Dorcas Prince, of New York, bound for Shanghai. Her cargo consisted 

chiefly of coal. She had been fourty-four days out, an unusually long passage, and what was 

quite wonderful for an American ship, she had no documents on board from the college, 

either of the political or religious propaganda, and only three or four old newspapers. When 

we learned she was from New York, we had been in hopes of capturing a mail. We burned her 

as soon as we could transfer her crew, there being no claim of neutral cargo found among 

her papers. Her master had his wife on board, which resulted, as usual, in sending one of my 

young lieutenants into the “country.” 

 

3rd May 1863 – The Union Jack and the Sea Lark 

On the 3d of May, the weather being fine, though interrupted occasionally by a rain-squall, 

we gave chase, about eleven A. M., to a clipper-ship, with square yards, white canvas, and 

long mast-heads—and the reader must be enough of an expert, by this time, to know what 

these mean. In an hour and a half of fine sailing, we came near enough to the chase, to make 

her show the Federal colors, and heave to. She proved to be the Union Jack, of Boston, 

bound for Shanghai.  

 

Whilst we had been pursuing the Union Jack, another “suspicious” sail hove in sight, and as 

soon as we could throw a prize-crew on board of the former, we started off in pursuit of the 

latter. 

 

 

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

This second sail proved also to be a 

prize, being the Sea Lark, of New York, 

bound for San Francisco. Here were 

two prizes, in as many hours…In due 

time both ships were consigned to the 

flames 

 



29th May 1863 – The Jabez Snow 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Having gotten on board from the prize, a quantity of provisions, and cordage, of both of 

which we were in need, we consigned her to the flames.  

 

5th June 1863 – The Talisman  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6th November 1863 – The Amanda 

This last ship was to be our first prize in East-Indian waters. A gun brought the welcome 

stars and stripes to her peak, and upon being boarded, she proved to be the bark Amanda, of 

Boston, from Manilla bound to Queenstown for orders. The Amanda was a fine, rakish-

looking ship, and had a cargo of hemp, and sugar...  

We got on board from her some articles of provisions, and some sails and cordage to replace 

the wear and tear of the late gales we had passed through, and made a brilliant bonfire of 

her at about ten P. M. The conflagration lighted up the sea for many miles around, and threw 

its grim and ominous glare to the very mouth of the Strait. 

The chase commenced about two A. M., 

and it was half-past seven A. M., before 

we were near enough to heave the 

fugitive to, with a gun. She proved to be 

the Jabez Snow, of Buckport, Maine, 

last from Cardiff, with a cargo of coal, 

for Montevideo.  

 
 

On the following night, a little before daylight, whilst we 

were lying to, with the main-topsail to the mast, a large, 

tall ship suddenly loomed up in close proximity to us, and 

as suddenly passed away into the gloom, gliding past us 

like a ghost. We filled away and made chase on the 

instant, and being still within gun-shot, fired a blank 

cartridge. The chase at once hove to, and we ranged up, 

just as day was breaking, alongside of the clipper-

ship Talisman, from New York, with an assorted cargo, 

for Shanghai. There was no claim of neutral cargo among 

her papers, and as soon as we could remove the crew, 

and some necessary articles, we consigned her also, to 

that torch which Yankee malice had kept burning so 

brightly in our hands. 

 

 



10th November 1863 – The Winged Racer 

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

She was from Manilla, bound for New York, with a cargo consisting chiefly of sugar, hides, 

and jute. There was no claim of neutral property, and condemnation followed the capture as 

a matter of course. We anchored her near North Island, and came to, ourselves, for the 

convenience of “robbing” her. She had sundry provisions on board—particularly sugar and 

coffee—of which we stood in need. She had, besides, a large supply of Manilla tobacco, and 

my sailors’ pipes were beginning to want replenishing…  

It was now about two o’clock A. M., and the Alabama getting up her anchor, steamed out into 

the China Sea, by the light of the burning ship. We had thus lighted a bonfire at either end of 

the renowned old Strait of Sunda…  

 

11th November 1863 – The Contest 

When the captain was brought on board, I congratulated him on the skilful handling of his 

ship, and expressed my admiration of her fine qualities. He told me that she was one of the 

most famous clipper-ships out of New York. She was the Contest, from Yokohama, in Japan, 

bound to New York. She was light, and in fine sailing trim, having only a partial cargo on 

board. There being no attempt to cover the cargo, consisting mostly of light Japanese goods, 

lacker-ware, and curiosities, I condemned both ship and cargo.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It was after nightfall before these were all completed, and the torch applied. 

We at once gave chase, and in a very few 

minutes hove the stranger to with a gun. 

It was the Winged Racer, which our 

English friend told us had passed out of 

the Strait some days before in his 

company. 

The Winged Racer was a perfect 

beauty—one of those New York ships of 

superb model, with taunt, graceful masts, 

and square yards, known as “clippers.”  

 

I was sorry to be obliged to burn this 

beautiful ship, and regretted much that 

I had not an armament for her, that I 

might commission her as a cruiser.  

Both ships now anchored in the open 

sea, with no land visible, in fourteen 

fathoms of water, whilst the crew was 

being removed from the prize, and the 

necessary preparations made for 

burning her. 



24th November 1863 - The Texan Star 

I could not but admire the beautiful, “bran new” English flag, as I pulled on board, but, as 

before remarked, every line of the ship was American—her long, graceful hull, with flaring 

bow, and rounded stern, taunt masts with sky-sail poles, and square yards for spreading the 

largest possible quantity of canvas…  

…In the person of the master, the long, lean, angular-featured, hide-bound, weather-tanned 

Yankee skipper stood before me. Puritan, May-Flower, Plymouth Rock, were all written upon 

the well-known features. No amount of English custom-house paper, or sealing-wax could, by 

any possibility, convert him into that rotund, florid, jocund Briton who personates the 

English shipmaster. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

26th November 1863 – The Sonora and the Highlander 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

14th January 1864 – The Emma Jane 

Having doubled the island of Ceylon, and hauled up on the coast of Malabar, we captured on 

the 14th of January, the Emma Jane, of Bath, Maine, from Bombay, bound to Amherst. 

Having removed from her such articles of provisions as we required, and transferred her 

crew to the Alabama, we burned her.  

 

Both were Massachusetts ships—one 

the Sonora of Newburyport, and the 

other, the Highlander of Boston…  

 

…Having fired the ships, we steamed out 

past the light-ship, and were once more 

in the Indian Ocean. 

  

His speech was even more 

national—taking New England to be 

the Yankee nation—than his person; 

and when he opened his mouth, a 

mere novice might have sworn that 

he was from the “State of Maine”—

there, or thereabouts. When he told 

me that I “hadn’t-ought-to” burn his 

ship, he pronounced the shibboleth 

which condemned her to the flames. 

 
 



23rd March 1864 The Rockingham 

On the 22d of April, having reached the track of the homeward-bound Pacific ships of the 

enemy, we descried an unlucky Yankee, to whom we immediately gave chase… It was the old 

spectacle of the panting, breathless fawn, and the inexorable stag-hound. A gun brought his 

colors to the peak, and his main-yard to the mast. The prize proved to be the 

ship Rockingham, from Callao, bound to Cork for orders. Her cargo consisted of guano from 

the Chincha Islands, and there was an attempt to protect it…We transferred to 

the Alabama such stores and provisions as we could make room for, and the weather being 

fine, we made a target of the prize, firing some shot and shell into her with good effect; and 

at five P. M. we burned her, and filled away on our course. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Tycoon was the last United States vessel burned by the CSS Alabama before she was 

sunk by the USS Kearsarge off Cherbourg, France on 19th June 1864. The Alabama had 

burned 52 ships in three oceans and travelled 70,000 miles (twenty thousand leagues). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

28th March 1864 The Tycoon. 

The prize proved to be the Tycoon, from New York, 

for San Francisco. She had the usual valuable and 

assorted cargo. There was no claim of neutral 

property among the papers. The ship being only 

thirty-six days from New York, we received from 

her a batch of late newspapers; and a portion of 

her cargo consisting of clothing, the paymaster was 

enabled to replenish his store-rooms with every 

variety of wearing apparel. We applied the torch to 

her soon after nightfall. 

  



By the spring of 1865, Raphael Semmes returned to the southern states to take command of 

the James River Fleet defending the Confederate capital of Richmond, Virginia. As the forces 

of General Ulysses S. Grant encircled the city, Captain Semmes was ordered to scuttle his 

fleet and join the army of General Robert E. Lee. 

 

Raphael Semmes Burns the James River Fleet 

I now changed my determination and decided upon burning my fleet... It was between two 

and three o’clock in the morning, before the crews of the iron-clads were all safely embarked 

on board the wooden gunboats, and the iron-clads were well on fire. My little squadron of 

wooden boats now moved off up the river, by the glare of the burning iron-clads.  

 

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)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Raphael Semmes will now return to ‘tread the boards’ in the fictional side of our adventure as 

the repentant pirate Thomas Ayrton, a pirate found after 12 years exile on a desert island.  

 



– Playing the Part of Thomas Ayrton, the Repentant Pirate in 

Jules Verne’s Mysterious Island … is Raphael Semmes– 

 

In Mysterious Island, Jules Verne will leave us in no doubt that the repentant pirate Thomas 

Ayrton is based on Raphael Semmes. Ayrton will express his genuine sorrow and confess to 

his piratical crimes while attempting to atone for his sins by helping the colonists build a new 

America in Birkenhead. 

 

Despite the initial reservations of Pencroft, the colonists will see Ayrton’s repentance as 

genuine and his atonement (through his good deeds) as complete.  The colonists will thus 

forgive Ayrton in the great Christian tradition.  

 

The concept of repentance and atonement had already entered the life of Raphael Semmes in 

a most profound manner.  

 

The biographer, Stephen Fox writes this of Raphael Semmes.  

 

At the end of his Mexican war service, in November 1847, he was granted permission to 

return home to Prospect Hill in Alabama. Anne gave birth to her fifth child in December. The 

awkward fact was that Semmes could not have been the father… 

 … No letters between Ann and Raphael survive from this period of the late 1840’s; that is 

perhaps no accident. How they dealt with this family crisis, what they said to each other, and 

the identity of the real father cannot be known. For Semmes, a devout nineteenth century 

Roman Catholic, divorce could not be considered. They might have separated but they 

didn’t… 

…The Roman Catholic mind-set, unlike its demanding Protestant counterpart, expects that 

human beings, being so human will sin – and therefore arranges a formal elaborate 

mediating structure of confession and eventual expiation and forgiveness. Semmes apparently 

forgave her. The marriage survived. 

Wolf of the Deep. Raphael Semmes and the Notorious Confederate Raider CSS Alabama.                  

S                                                                                                                 Stephen Fox (2007). 

 

Semmes may now be asking for forgiveness for his own sins, having chosen the elaborate 

mediating structure of Jules Verne.  

We now re-join The Mysterious Island as the colonists are alerted to the presence of a fellow 

castaway on the neighbouring Tabor Island.  



 The Mysterious Island Part II – The Abandoned One. Chapter XII.  

 

In Mysterious Island, the colonists are cruising in their boat The Bonadventure off the coast 

of Port Balloon (Bromborough Pool) when the young boy Herbert makes a discovery.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Without saying a single word, he pulled out the cork and took out a wet paper on which was 

written these words: 

“Castaway … Tabor Island: 153 degrees W. Long. – 37 degrees 11’ S. Lat.” 

Jules Verne The Mysterious Island (1874) Kingston Translation.  

 

The next day Pencroft, Gideon Spilett and Herbert set off on the Bonadventure to find their 

fellow castaway. After a while exploring Tabor Island, they come across an abandoned hut.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Herbert, leaning over the edge, quickly plunged his arms 

into the water and then stood up saying: 

“A bottle!” 

He held in his hand a sealed bottle seized a few cable-

lengths from shore.  

Cyrus Harding took the bottle. 

 

                                                                                                                                      

“                                                            

 

                                                   “Luff Pencroft, Luff!”  

Herbert, pointing to a confused mass among the 

trees, exclaimed  

“A hut!”  

All three immediately ran towards the dwelling. In 

the twilight it was just possible to see that it was 

built of planks and covered with a thick tarpaulin. 

 

 

 

 

A Dwelling 
 



The half-closed door was pushed open by Pencroft, who entered with a rapid step. 

The hut was empty! 

The sailor and his two companions then perceived a disordered bed, of which the damp and 

yellow coverlets proved that it had not been used for a long time. In the corner of the 

fireplace were two kettles, covered with rust, and an overthrown pot. 

 A cupboard, with a few moldy sailor’s clothes; on the table a tin plate and a Bible, eaten 

away by damp; in a corner a few tools, a spade, pickaxe, two fowling-pieces, one of which 

was broken; on a plank, forming a shelf, stood a barrel of powder, still untouched, a barrel of 

shot, and several boxes of caps, all thickly covered with dust, accumulated, perhaps, by many 

long years… 

… it was nearly certain that, as the hut was deserted, and the tools, utensils, and weapons 

were still there, the owner had succumbed. It was agreed, therefore, that they should search 

for his remains, and at least give him a Christian burial. 

…The hut had been built of planks, and it was easy to see that these planks had been obtained 

from the hull or deck of a ship. It was probable that a disabled vessel had been cast on the 

coast of the island, that one at least of the crew had been saved, and that by means of the wreck 

this man, having tools at his disposal, had built the dwelling…   

                            

                                         Jules Verne The Mysterious Island (1874) Kingston Translation.  

 

 

We remained at these little islands a week, coaling ship, and refitting and repainting. We 

could not have been more thoroughly out of the world if we had been in the midst of the great 

African desert. A Robinson Crusoe here might have had it all to himself; and to give color to 

the illusion, we found on one of the islands a deserted hut, built of old boards and pieces of 

wreck, with an iron pot or two, and some pieces of sail-cloth lying about.  

 

An old dug-out, warped and cracked by the sun, lay hauled up near the hut, and a turtle-net, 

in pretty good repair, was found, stowed away in one corner of Crusoe’s abode 

.  

But what had become of the hermit who once inhabited these desolate little coral islands, 

over which the wild sea-bird now flew, and screamed, in undivided dominion? An humble 

grave, on the head-board of which had been rudely carved with a knife, a name, and a date, 

told the brief and mournful story.  

 

A companion had probably laid the hermit away and departed. A more fitting burial-place 

for a sailor could not well be conceived; for here the elements with which he was wont to 

battle had full sweep, and his requiem was sung, without ceasing, by the booming wave, that 

shook and rocked him in his winding-sheet of sand, when the storm raged. 

 

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



 

After spending the night in the abandoned hut, Herbert goes in search of new vegetables to 

take back to Lincoln Island, while Pencroft and Gideon Spilett try to capture some wild pigs.  

 

Suddenly, they heard shouts a few hundred feet away toward the north of the islet. These 

shouts were mingled with some horrible hoarse sounds that had nothing human about them. 

Pencroft and Gideon Spilett sprang up and the pigs took advantage of this movement by 

escaping just when the sailor was ready to tie them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In an instant, Pencroft and Gideon Spilett pounced upon this monster threw him to the 

ground, wrenched Herbert out of his grasp and held him down firmly. The sailor had 

herculean strength and the reporter was also robust and, in spite of the monster’s resistance, 

he was firmly pinned down so that he could not move.  

“You aren’t hurt, Herbert?” asked Gideon Spilett. 

“No! No!” 

“Ah! If this ape had hurt you! …” shouted Pencroft.  

At these words Pencroft and Gideon Spilett looked at this strange being who lay on the 

ground.  

In truth it was not an ape! It was a human creature. It was a man! But what a man! A savage 

in all the horrible meaning of the word, and even more dreadful, he seemed to have fallen 

into the last stages of brutishness.  

With a bristling head of hair, an unkempt beard that came down to his chest, an almost nude 

body except for a rag covering his loins, fierce eyes, enormous hands, long fingernails, skin 

as dark as mahogany, feet as hard as hooves, such was the miserable creature that was 

nevertheless a man. But they truly had the right to ask themselves if there still was a soul in 

this body or if the vulgar instinct of the brute alone survived in him.  

“Is this then the castaway?” asked Herbert.  

“That’s Herbert’s voice!” said the reporter.  

“Hurry cried Pencroft. 

And soon the sailor and Gideon Spillet were running 

as fast as their limbs could carry them to the place 

where they heard the shouts. 

They did well to hurry because turning onto the 

footpath near a clearing, they saw that the boy had 

been thrown to the ground by a savage being, a 

gigantic ape doubtless, who was about to do him 

harm.  

 

                        Herbert was thrown to the ground.  
 



“Yes,” replied Gideon Spilett, “but the poor man no longer has anything human about him.” 

The reporter spoke the truth. It was evident that if the castaway had ever been civilised being, 

loneliness had made him a savage and perhaps worse, a veritable creature of the woods. 

Hoarse sounds issued from his throat and from his teeth which had the sharpness of 

carnivore’s teeth intended for the cutting of raw meat.                                    

 

Raphael Semmes has been reduced to a savage ape-like state, but his pyromaniacal past is 

never far away, as his own memoirs constantly remind us. 

 

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

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

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

country’s liberties.  

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

 

Memory had abandoned him long ago, and it doubtless had been a long time since he had 

used tools, arms, or made a fire. 

Meanwhile, the prisoner neither struggled nor tried to break his bonds. Was he overcome by 

the presence of these men whom he had once resembled? Did some fleeting memory of 

humanity return to a corner of his brain? If freed, would he try to escape or would he stay? 

They did not know, but they did not put it to the test. After carefully inspecting the wretched 

person.  

“Whatever he is,” said Gideon Spilett, “and whatever he has been and whatever will become 

of him, it’s our duty to take him with us to Lincoln Island.” 

“Yes!” replied Herbert. “And perhaps, by caring for him, we’ll be able to awaken some 

glimmer of intelligence in him.” 

“The soul is not dead,” said the reporter, “and it would be a great satisfaction to save this 

creature of God from complete savagery.” 

Pencroft shook his head doubtfully. 

“We ought to try in any case,” added the reporter. “Humanity requires it of us.” 

It was indeed their duty as civilised beings and Christians. The three of them understood 

this, and they well knew that Cyrus Harding would approve of their decision.  

 

And in these few sentences, Jules Verne explains the wider part of our whole story – the 

Christian redemption of Raphael Semmes. Jules Verne will now take the theatrical cue from 

Semmes himself and proceed to offer so many ‘burnt offerings’ in literature to the ‘wretch’ 

who like that other captain of a slave ship, John Newton, must be ‘saved’.  



…At the reporter’s suggestion, they bought the poor wretch to his dwelling. Perhaps the site 

of those objects which belonged to him would make some impression on him. Perhaps they 

would act as a spark to revive his dormant conscientious, to rekindle his extinct soul….  

 

…The reporter then had the idea that the sight of fire might produce some reaction in him; 

and in an instant, one of those lovely fires that attract animals was lit in the fireplace.  

 

The sight of the flames at first seemed to catch the attention of the unfortunate man; but he 

soon drew back, and his vacant look turned elsewhere. 

 

“You think he will recover?” asked Pencroft, shaking his head.  

 

“Perhaps,” said the reporter, “it’s not impossible that our care will produce a reaction in 

him because it is loneliness that has made him what he is and, henceforth, he will no longer 

be alone.  

 

Verne gives more clues that this is Raphael Semmes, even to the point of personal insults 

about his appearance.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Yes, Herbert, and I must say that they’re more human than one might summise from his 

overall appearance.” 

“Well, we’ll see.” Replied Pencroft. “And I’m curious to know what Mr Harding will think of 

our savage. We went in search of a human creature and we’re bringing back a monster! 

But we did what we could.” 

 

 

“How old could he be?” asked the lad. 

“That’s difficult to say,” replied the reporter, 

because it’s impossible to see his features under 

the thick beard which covers his face. But he is no 

longer young, and I suppose he’s at least fifty 

years old.” 

                                                                        

“Have you noticed how deeply set his eyes are?” 

asked the boy.                  

 

Raphael Semmes (1809-77)   
 



The castaways take Pencroft’s ‘savage’ to their boat the Bonadventure and make passage 

back to Lincoln Island during a great storm.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The next day – October 20th – at seven o’clock in the morning, after a voyage of four days, 

the Bonadventure gently slid onto the beach at the mouth of the Mercy...  

…They explained how the search had been conducted, how the dwelling on the islet had long 

been abandoned, how they finally captured a castaway who no longer seemed to belong to 

the human species…  

…During the first few days that the stranger spent at Granite House, did he give them reason 

to think that his savage nature was changing? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The prisoner stayed calm in the forward cabin 

and, since he had been a sailor, it seemed that 

the motion of the sea had a beneficial effect 

upon him. Did some memory of his former trade 

come back to him?  

 

Unbeknown to them they are guided back by a 

beacon light on Lincoln Island put in place by the 

beneficent and still hidden, Captain Nemo. 

 

                                             “A light! A light!” 

 

Cyrus Harding in particular has faith in the stranger.  

“This unfortunate man is not incurable; it’s despair 

that has made him what he is. But now he is among 

his fellow beings and, since he still has a soul 

within him, this soul we’ll save”.  

Cyrus Harding looked at him carefully. Judging 

from his appearance, the castaway no longer had 

anything human about him, but Cyrus Harding, as 

the reporter had done earlier, detected in his eyes an 

elusive glimmer of intelligence.  

 

 

Cyrus Harding put a hand on his shoulder.  

 



Did some intense spark shine deep within this darkened mind? Would the soul return to the 

body? 

 

Each day Cyrus Harding made a point of spending a few hours in his company. He worked 

near him and occupied himself with various tasks to capture his attention. A single spark 

would suffice to reignite the light of reason in this man; a single memory crossing his mind.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Then, almost at once, he stepped back, dropped to his knees, and large tears flowed from his 

eyes! 

“Ah!” said Cyrus Harding, “since you are crying, you have once again become a man! 

 

The repentance of Raphael Semmes will be through the souls of Captain Nemo, Pencroft, Jup 

and Ayrton …. and the Christian spirit of forgiveness will help to build a ‘New America’ on 

Lincoln Island.   

 

The stranger is set to work in the garden. 

 

If one of the colonists approached him, he recoiled, and his chest appeared to heave with 

choked sobs.  

Was he overcome with remorse? It seemed so, and Gideon Spilett could not refrain one day 

from making this observation.  

At times, the stranger seemed to pay some 

attention to what was said, and the colonists soon 

concluded that he partly understood them. 

Sometimes his expression appeared to be deeply 

pained, proving that he suffered inwardly. 

Although his face clearly indicated his torment, 

and although there were many moments when 

they believed he had some words at the tip of his 

tongue he did not speak.  

 

 

 

 

                                           He gave a deep sigh. 
 



“If he doesn’t speak, it’s because, I believe, that he has on his mind things which are too 

terrible to talk about.” 

Several days later, November 3rd, the stranger, working on the plateau, stopped and let his 

spade fall on the ground. Cyrus Harding, who observed him a little distance away, saw the 

tears flow from his eyes once more. An irresistible sense of pity drew him toward the man, 

and he gently touched his arm… 

“My friend,” said Cyrus Harding in a firm voice, “I want you to look at me.” 

The stranger looked at the engineer and seemed to be under his spell like a person under the 

gaze of a hypnotist… 

Finally, he crossed his arms, and, in a hollow voice, he asked Cyrus Harding: 

“Who are you?” 

“Castaways, like yourself,” replied the engineer, with deep emotion. “We’ve brought you 

here to be with your fellow men.” 

“My fellow men! … I don’t have any!” 

“You’re among friends…” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cyrus Harding rejoined his companions and related what had occurred.  

Yes. There is a definite mystery in this man’s life,” said Gideon Spilett, “and it seems that he 

will return to humanity only by the path of remorse.” 

“I hardly know what kind of man we’ve brought back here,” said the sailor. “He has secrets 

…” 

“Which we respect,” Cyrus Harding instantly replied. “If he has committed some wrong, he 

has expiated it in the most severe way, and, in our eyes, he is absolved.” 

 

“Friends! … me! Friends!” The stranger exclaimed, 

hiding his head in his hands. “No … never … leave 

me alone … leave me alone!” 

Then he ran to the edge of the plateau which 

overlooked the sea and remained there, motionless 

for a long time.  

 

 

 

 

 

                       “Who are you?” he asked Harding.   



       Throughout part II of The Mysterious Island (entitled The Abandoned One) the focus is 

firmly on the repentance of Ayrton the pirate (Raphael Semmes). It is here that Jules Verne 

fully expresses the pirate’s feelings of guilt and regret for his piratical past.  

 

For two hours, the stranger remained alone, obviously struggling with his memories of his 

past – a sinister past, no doubt – and the colonists, without losing sight of him, did not 

disturb his privacy.  

After two hours, however, he seemed to have come to a decision, and he went to find Cyrus 

Harding. His eyes were red from tears, but he was no longer crying. His entire countenance 

reflected a profound humility, he appeared apprehensive and ashamed, with his eyes lowered 

to the ground. 

“Sir,” he said to Cyrus Harding, “your companions and you, are you British?” 

“No,” replied the engineer, “we’re Americans.” 

“Ah!” said the stranger, and he murmured these words: 

“I much prefer that.” 

“And you, my friend?” asked the engineer. 

“British,” he answered immediately. 

And, as if these few words had been very hard for him to utter, he paced the shore between 

the falls and the mouth of the Mercy in a state of extreme agitation. 

Then, passing near Herbert at one moment, he stopped, and in a strangled voice: 

“What month?” he asked him. 

“December,” replied Herbert.  

“What year?” 

“1866.” 

“Twelve Years! Twelve years,” he exclaimed. Then he abruptly turned away. 

Herbert related this incident to the colonists. 

“This poor man,” Gideon Spillet observed, “completely lost track of the months and years.” 

“Yes,” added Herbert, “and he’d already been on the islet for twelve years when we found 

him there.”  

“Twelve years!” replied Cyrus Harding. “Twelve years of isolation, perhaps after a wicked 

life; that could deprive any man of his sanity.” 

 

“I can’t help thinking,” Pencroft then said, “that this man didn’t reach Tabor Island as a 

castaway but that, following some crime, he was abandoned there on purpose.” 

 



“You may be right, Pencroft,” replied the reporter. “And if that’s so, it’s not impossible that 

those who left him there will return to look for him one day.” 

 

“And they’ll no longer find him,” said Herbert.  

“In which case,” suggested Pencroft, “we should return and …” 

 

“My friends,” said Cyrus Harding, “let’s not consider this question before we know what 

we’re dealing with. I believe that this poor unfortunate man has suffered, that he has paid 

bitterly for his crimes, whatever they may have been, and that he’s struggling with the need to 

open his heart to someone. Let us not prod him to explain his past. He’ll doubtless tell us 

sooner or later. And when we’ve learned it, we’ll see what course of action is best to follow…  

… During the days which followed, the stranger did not say a word nor did he at any time 

leave the confines of the plateau. He worked in the garden, constantly and without rest, but 

always in solitude… 

 

There is a curious phenomenon, in the vegetable world, which seems to obey this law of 

storms, and which I do not recollect ever to have seen alluded to by any writer. It may be well 

known to horticulturists, for aught that I know, but it attracted my attention, in my own 

garden, for the first time, since the war. It is, that all creeping vines, and tendrils, when they 

wind themselves around a pole, invariably wind themselves from right to left, or against the 

course of the sun! I was first struck with the fact, by watching, from day to day, the tender 

unfolding of the Lima bean—each little creeper, as it came forth, feeling, as with the instinct 

of animal life, for the pole, and then invariably bending around it, in the direction mentioned. 

I have a long avenue of these plants, numbering several hundred poles, and upon examining 

them all, I invariably found the same result. I tried the experiment with some of these little 

creepers, of endeavoring to compel them to embrace the pole from left to right, or with the 

course of the sun, but in vain.  

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

 

 

…Since any attempt to get him to change was in vain, the colonists waited patiently. But the 

time would finally come when his conscience would force him to confess his terrible crimes.  

 

On November 10th, at dusk about eight o’clock in the evening, the stranger unexpectedly 

approached the colonists gathered under the veranda.  

 

His eyes were blazing strangely, and his entire person had taken on the fierce aspect of his 

former days. 

 



Cyrus Smith and his companions were taken aback on seeing him under the influence of this 

terrible emotion, his teeth chattering like someone with a fever. What was wrong with him? 

Was the sight of his fellow men unbearable? Had he had enough of this honest existence? Did 

he wish to return to his brutish life? They were led to think so, as they heard him blurt out, in 

broken sentences: 

 

“Why am I here?... What right did you have to drag me from my islet … Is there a bond 

between you and me? … Do you know who I am … what I’ve done … why I was there … 

alone? And how do you know that I wasn’t abandoned there … that I wasn’t condemned to 

die there? … Do you know my past? … How do you know that I’M not a thief, a murderer 

…that I’m not a wretch … an evil person … fit to live like a wild beast … away from 

everyone … speak … do you know this? 

 

The colonists listened without interrupting the unfortunate man who was half confessing in 

spite of himself. Cyrus Harding, wanted to calm him, approached, but he drew back.  

“No!, no!” he shouted. “One word only … am I free?” 

“You’re free,” replied the engineer. 

“Goodbye then!” he cried and fled like a madman.  

Neb, Pencroft and Herbert immediately ran to the edge of the forest … they returned home 

alone. 

“He needs to get away,” said Cyrus Harding…  

… And many days passed. But Cyrus Harding – was it a kind of premonition? – persisted in 

the firm belief that the poor man would come back sooner or later.  

“It’s the last struggle of his wild nature,” he said, “which has now been touched by remorse 

and will be terrified by a new isolation.” 

 

Certainly the former savage from Tabor Island would have no difficulty keeping alive in 

those forests of the Far West that were so full of game, but wasn’t it to be feared that he 

would return to his old habits and that his independence would revive his wild instincts?  

 

But Cyrus Smith, almost as if he could foresee the future, persistently assured them that the 

fugitive would indeed return.  

 

“Yes, he’ll return,” he repeated with a confidence which his companions could not share. 

“When this unfortunate man was on Tabor Island, he knew he was alone. But, here, he 

knows that his fellow beings await him. Since he has partially spoken of his past life, he is 

on the road to repentance, and he’ll no doubt return to tell us the entire story. On that day, 

he’ll be one of us!” 

 



Ayrton returns a few days later in the strangest of circumstances and begins to atone for his 

piratical past.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cyrus Harding went toward the stranger who frowned when he saw him approach. The blood 

was flowing under his torn shirt but he took no notice of it. 

“My friend,” Cyrus Harding said to him, “we’re indebted to you. You risked your life to save 

our child.” 

“My life!” murmured the stranger. “What’s it worth? Less than nothing.” 

“You’re wounded.” 

“That’s of little importance.” 

“Will you give me your hand?” 

And, as Herbert tried to grasp the hand that had saved him, the stranger crossed his arms, 

his chest heaved, his look became clouded, and he appeared to want to flee. But, making a 

violent effort to control himself, he said in an abrupt tone: 

“Who are you?” he asked. “And what do you claim to be to me?” 

He was asking for the colonists’ story for the first time. Perhaps, if this story was related, 

would he tell his own? 

There Herbert was face to face with a formidable jaguar 

which resembled the one that had been killed at Reptile 

Promontory. Taken by surprise, he stood with his back 

against a tree while the animal, crouching on its 

haunches, prepared to pounce upon him .. But the 

stranger, without any weapon other than a knife, rushed 

toward the fearsome beast who then turned toward the 

new adversary. 

The battle was a short one. The stranger had strength 

and prodigious skill. 

  

                                                                                                                

He seized the jaguar by the throat.  

 

With one hand, as powerful as a vice, he seized the jaguar by the throat without heeding the 

beast’s claws which tore at his flesh., and, with the other, he plunged his knife into the 

animal’s heart. 

The jaguar fell. The stranger kicked it aside and was about to flee just as the colonists 

reached the field of battle. Herbert held him back shouting: 

“No! No! You mustn’t go away!”… 

 



In a few words, Cyrus Harding explained all that had occurred since their departure from 

Richmond, how they managed to survive, and what resources were now available to them.  

The stranger listened carefully.  

The engineer told him who they all were, Gideon Spilett, Herbert, Pencroft, Neb, and himself, 

and then added that the greatest joy that they had experienced since their arrival on Lincoln 

Island was their return from the islet where they had discovered an additional companion.  

At these words, the latter blushed, bowed his head to his chest, and seemed very confused. 

“And now that you know about us, added Cyrus Harding, will you give us your hand?” 

“No,” replied the stranger in a hollow voice, “no! You, you’re honest men! Whereas I…” 

 

These last words justified the colonists’ premonitions. There was some sinister past in this 

poor wretch’s life, expiated perhaps in the eyes of men, but his conscience had not absolved 

him. The criminal felt remorse, he had repented, but this hand that was asked of him, 

which his new friends would have cordially grasped, he did not feel worthy to offer honest 

men.  

 

Nevertheless, after the episode with the jaguar, he did not return to the forest and, from that 

day forward, remained within the grounds of Granite House. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It only remained for him to expiate in seclusion the crimes that he had committed.  

The stranger worked alone, and he resumed 

his usual existence, never present at 

mealtime, sleeping under some trees on the 

plateau, and never mingling with his 

companions. It truly seemed that the society 

of those who had saved him was 

unbearable to him.  

 

The implied message is that Captain 

Raphael Semmes of the Birkenhead built 

CSS Alabama has come back to Birkenhead 

to do his penance, he is full of remorse and 

wishes to atone for his sins.    

 

 

 

                                                       Ayrton  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jules Verne then describes the path of redemption, in literature at least, for both Thomas 

Ayrton and Raphael Semmes.  

“Gentlemen, he repented, he was ashamed of his crimes, and he suffered. He told himself 

that if, one day, men came to look for him on the islet, he must be worthy to return among 

them. How the wretch suffered! How he labored to redeem himself through work! How he 

begged for redemption through prayer.  

“But doubtless Heaven did not consider him sufficiently punished. Little by little, the 

wretch felt himself becoming a savage and his animal instincts overcoming him. He cannot 

say if it was after two or four years of his imprisonment, but finally he became the beast that 

you found. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Ayrton,” Cyrus Harding then said, “you have 

been a hardened criminal, but Heaven must 

certainly consider that you have expiated your 

crimes. This is proven since you have now been 

returned to your fellow men. Ayrton, you are 

pardoned! And now, do you wish to be our 

companion?” 

 

 

                                                                                              

“Here is my hand,” said the engineer.  
 

Ayrton explains how he had led a mutiny aboard 

the English steam yacht Duncan , and, as 

punishment he was sentenced by Lord Glenarvan 

to 12 years in exile on Tabor Island.  

Lord Glenarvan promised to collect Ayrton once 

his twelve year term of exile had been completed. 

 

 

“It is my duty to speak” 

 



Ayrton drew back. 

“Here is my hand,” said the engineer.  

Ayrton rushed towards the hand that Cyrus Harding offered him and large tears flowed from 

his eyes. 

“Do you want to live with us?” asked Cyrus Harding.  

“Mr Smith, give me a little more time,” replied Ayrton. “Let me remain alone in the hut at 

the corral”. 

“As you wish, Ayrton,” replied Cyrus Harding.  

Ayrton goes to live at the corral (Bidston Lighthouse and Telegraph Station, Birkenhead) and 

look after the farmyard animals. The colonists set up a telegraphic cable to the corral so they 

can maintain contact with Ayrton. This cable replicates the cable that connected Bidston 

Observatory to the Birkenhead One O’clock gun at Woodside.  

Ayrton is summoned back to Granite House (Woodside, Birkenhead) when a ship is sighted 

offshore. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Indeed, a dark banner unfurled from the peak of the brig’s mast, and it was with good reason 

that they should now consider this a suspicious vessel… 

“I am at your service, gentlemen.” 

At that moment, a breeze opened the unknown flag. 

Ayrton seized the telescope that the sailor had put 

down, raised it to his eye and, in a hollow voice, 

cried out: 

“The black flag!” 

 

 

                                        Ayrton took the telescope.  
 



“My friends,” said Cyrus Harding – and they sensed the emotion in his voice – “if these 

wretches attempt to seize Lincoln Island, we’ll defend her, will we not?” 

“Yes, Cyrus,” replied the reporter, “and, if need be, we’ll die in her defense!” 

The engineer extended his hand to his companions who shook it with feeling. 

Ayrton alone remained in his corner, not joining the colonists. Perhaps the former convict 

still felt unworthy. 

Cyrus Harding understood what was passing in Ayrton’s soul and he went to him. 

“And you Ayrton,” he asked him, “what will you do?” 

“My duty,” replied Ayrton… 

…Did not twelve years of abandonment on a desert islet seem to him to be sufficient 

expiation? Could it be that the repentant criminal still did not feel pardoned neither in his 

own eyes nor in the eyes of others?... 

Ayrton volunteers to swim out to the mysterious vessel. 

“Mr Harding,” Ayrton then said, advancing toward the engineer, “will you grant me leave?” 

“For what my friend?” 

“To go to the vessel to determine the size of her crew.” 

“But Ayrton…” replied the engineer, hesitating, “you’ll risk your life…” 

“Why not, sir?” 

“That’s more than your duty.” 

“I have more than my duty to do,” replied Ayrton…  

…This agreed, Ayrton made preparations for his departure. His plan was daring, but it might 

succeed thanks to the darkness of the night. Once he reached the ship, Ayrton could climb 

either the bob-stays or the shroud chains. He could determine their numbers and perhaps 

overhear the intentions of the convicts...  

…Then without hesitation, Ayrton dove into the water and swam noiselessly toward the 

vessel, a few of whose lights had now been lit, indicating its exact position.  



A half-hour later Ayrton, without having been seen or heard, drew alongside the vessel and 

grasped the bob-stays of the bowsprit. He took a breadth, climbed these chains, and reached 

the top of the cutwater.  

There several pairs of sailors’ trousers were drying. He put on a pair; then settling down, he 

listened.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

He took a breadth and climbed the chains.                                    Ayrton Listened 

Ayrton boards the ship and realising it to be manned by his old pirate shipmates who would 

undoubtedly massacre his friends, he plans to blow up both himself and the pirate ship.  

 

…He then thought of his saviours who had remade him into a man and an honest man at that, 

to whom he owed everything. They would be killed without pity, their work utterly destroyed, 

their island changed into a pirate’s retreat! 

A sentiment of horror then took hold of his entire being, and he was seized by an irresistible 

desire to blow up the brig, himself and all those that it carried. Ayrton would perish in the 

explosion, but he would have done his duty. 

Ayrton did not hesitate. It was easy to reach the powder room which is always situated to the 

rear of the ship. There would be no lack of powder on such a vessel, and a spark would 

suffice to annihilate it in an instant.  

 

 
 



Jules Verne has now set the theatrical scene. The pirate Ayrton, played by the pyromaniac 

Raphael Semmes, will now attempt to blow up his own pirate ship (the CSS Alabama) and 

his old crewmates just off Woodside, Birkenhead. There is only one problem with such a 

realistic scenario in metaphor – an old friend will stop him – his second in command on the 

CSS Alabama – a very smartly dressed pirate named John McIntosh Kell.  

At this moment, Ayrton felt an arm on his shoulder.                                                                                

“What are you doing here?” asked the tall man in a harsh voice who, standing in the 

shadows, projected the light of a lantern onto Ayrton’s face.   

Ayrton drew back. In the lantern’s glow, he quickly recognized his former accomplice, Bob 

Harvey. But the latter could not have recognised him, believing him to be long since dead.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     “What are you doing here?”                   

 

“Help, lads! Shouted Bob Harvey. 

Two or three pirates, awakened by his voice, threw themselves on Ayrton, trying to bring him 

down. Ayrton shook them off. Two shots from his revolver resounded, and two convicts fell; 

but he could not escape a knife stab that cut a gash on his shoulder… 

 

Ayrton had to save himself to fight by Cyrus Harding’s side. All he could do now was 

escape… 

 

 
 

John McIntosh Kell (left) and Raphael 

Semmes on board the CSS Alabama (1863). 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

… everyone immediately took refuge in the Chimneys. There Ayrton related what had 

occurred, including his plan to blow up the brig.  

They all grasped Ayrton’s hand in gratitude, and he did not conceal from them how serious 

the situation was. The pirates had now been forewarned. They knew that Lincoln Island was 

inhabited, and they would come ashore only in greater numbers and well-armed. They would 

respect nothing and, if the colonists fell into their hands, they could expect no mercy.  

“Well, we’ll know how to die like men,” said the reporter.  

“Let’s return to our posts and keep watch,” replied the engineer. 

“Do we have some chance of pulling through, Mr Cyrus?” asked the sailor. 

“Yes Pencroft.” 

“Hm! Six against fifty!” 

“Yes, six … not counting one more…” 

“Who?” asked Pencroft. 

Cyrus did not reply, but he pointed to the sky.  

 

 

 

 

… in two bounds, Ayrton was on the deck of the brig 

and, seconds later, after discharging his revolver 

for the last time into the face of a pirate who was 

about to seize him by the throat, he leaped over the 

bulwarks and plunged into the sea. 

Ayrton had not made six strokes when bullets were 

crackling all around him like a hailstorm.  

 

 

    

He leaped over the bulwarks.  

 

Later that day and after a fierce battle during 

which all seemed lost for the colonists – the pirate 

ship is blown up by Captain Nemo.  

  

                          The brig, violently raised aloft… 

 



Ayrton and Pencroft got into the boat and vigorously paddled to the wreckage. The tide was 

slack and very high since there had been a new moon two days earlier. It would be at least an 

hour before the hull of the brig would emerge from the water. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Throughout Ayrton’s repentance, atonement, and salvation on Mysterious Island there is a 

constant theme that he is a ‘wretch’ who has been ‘saved’, Jules Verne here is invoking the 

words of the abolitionist anthem Amazing Grace by John Newton (1725 – 1807).  

 

Amazing grace 

How sweet the sound 

That saved a wretch like me 

I once was lost, but now I'm found 

Was blind, but now I see 

                                          

                                      John Newton (1725 – 1807) 

 

After the discovery of the remains of an explosive torpedo, the colonists debate once again 

about whether to search out their mysterious benefactor who remains hidden on the island. It 

is now that Ayrton himself invokes the words of John Newton – an ex-Liverpool slaver, who 

repented for his sins and has now been forgiven by our modern world.   

 

 A few bodies were floating on the surface. Among 

others, Ayrton recognized that of Bob Harvey. He 

pointed him out to his companion, saying with a voice 

full of emotion: “That’s what I have been, Pencroft.” 

“But what you are no longer, my good Ayrton!” replied 

the sailor.  

 

 

                                                                                       

“That’s what I have been, Pencroft.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“That’s what I have been Pencroft!” 

 



“Mr Harding,” replied Ayrton, “I think that we should do everything to find this unknown 

benefactor. Perhaps he’s alone? Perhaps he is ill? Perhaps there’s life to renew? I also, as 

you have said, owe him a debt of gratitude. It was he, it could only be he, who came to Tabor 

Island, who found this wretch that you have come to know, who made you aware that there 

was an unfortunate to save …It’s therefore thanks to him that I’ve become a man once 

again. No, I’ll never forget him.” 

 

Ayrton returns to the corral (Bidston Hill, Birkenhead) and keeps in touch with the remainder 

of the colonists via the telegraphic wire set up by Cyrus Harding. There will be one final test 

of the resolve of Thomas Ayrton, and this time it may reflect upon the events that happened 

to Raphael Semmes shortly after the American Civil War.  

That same evening, they sent a telegram to Ayrton asking him to bring a couple of goats 

which Neb wanted to acclimatize to the Prairies of the plateau. It was strange that Ayrton did 

not acknowledge the dispatch as he usually did.  

A search of the corral reveals that Ayrton has been kidnapped by the six pirates who had fled 

to Flotsam Point (Rock Ferry) before the explosion of the pirate ship.  

There was no trace of Ayrton. Had the unfortunate man been dragged away by his former 

accomplices? Had they surprised him in the corral? Had he fought back?... 

…The poor fellow was taken by surprise,” said Cyrus Harding “and since he was a man to 

defend himself, it’s likely he was killed.”… 

“If only Ayrton was still with us,” said Gideon Spilett. “Poor man! His return to society was 

short lived!” 

“If he’s dead …” added Pencroft in a rather strange tone.  

“Do you think then, Pencroft, that these scoundrels spared him?” asked Gideon Spilett. 

“Yes, if it had been in their interests to do so!” 

“What! Do you suppose that Ayrton, on finding himself with his former accomplices, would 

forget everything he owes us…? 

“Who knows?” answered the sailor, with some hesitation.  

Pencroft (also played by Raphael Semmes) is assuming the role of a ‘Doubting Thomas’. 



“Pencroft,” said Cyrus Harding, taking the sailor by the arm, “that is an unworthy thought, 

and you’ll cause me much distress if you persist in speaking this way. I guarantee Ayrton’s 

loyalty!’ 

“And I also,” the reporter strongly agreed. 

“Yes…yes!... Mr Cyrus… I’m wrong,” replied Pencroft. Indeed, that was an unworthy 

thought I had there, and wholly unjustified! 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ayrton then related in a few words what had happened, or at least as much as he knew. 

The day after his arrival at the corral, November 10th, at nightfall, he was surprised by the 

convicts who had scaled the stockade wall.  

They tied and gagged him; then he was taken away to some obscure cavern at the foot of 

Mount Franklin where the convicts had taken refuge.  

They were going to kill him the next day, but one of the convicts recognized him and called 

him by the name he had borne in Australia. These wretches wanted to murder Ayrton! But 

they respected Ben Joyce! 

But from that time on, Ayrton was a target of his former accomplices’ repeated demands. 

They wanted him to join them. They counted on him to take over Granite House, to get into 

the inaccessible dwelling, to become masters of the island after murdering the colonists.  

Ayrton has been kidnapped by the pirates and 

is later found by the colonists back at the 

corral (Bidston Hill), having unknowingly 

been laid to rest there by Captain Nemo. Jules 

Verne takes up the story.  

 

Immediately the door was burst open, and the 

colonists rushed into the room.  

Ayrton seemed to be sleeping. His appearance 

showed that he had suffered long and cruelly. 

They saw large bruises on his wrists and 

ankles.  

 

   “But they’re coming!” shouted Ayrton.  
 



Ayrton resisted. The former convict, now repentant and pardoned, would rather die than 

betray his companions.  

Ayrton, tied up, gagged and under constant guard, lived in this cavern for four months…  

…His hands and feet still carried the bloody marks of the bonds which restrained him day 

and night. He awaited death at any moment, from which it seemed he could not escape. 

This continued until the third week of February…  

 

The near four-month confinement of Thomas Ayrton draws an inevitable comparison with 

the near four-month imprisonment of Raphael Semmes by the United States Government in 

the winter of 1865.  

It was under these circumstances, that on the night of the 15th of December, 1865, or seven 

months and a half after I had received the guaranty of General Sherman, at Greensboro’, North 

Carolina, that I should not be molested by the United States authorities, that a lieutenant of the 

Marine Corps, with a guard of soldiers, surrounded my house and arrested me, on an order 

signed by Mr. Gideon Welles, without the process of any court.  

I was torn from my family, under guard—the thieving soldiery committing some petty thefts 

about my premises—and hurried off to Washington. Arrived here, I was imprisoned, first, in 

the Navy Yard, and then in the Marine Barracks. I was kept a close prisoner, with a sentinel at 

my door, for nearly four months; the gentlemen about the barracks, however, doing everything 

in their power to render my confinement more endurable.  

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

 

Semmes was finally released as part of the third amnesty granted by President Andrew 

Johnson. The comparison of the United States Government to pirates may seem a little 

farfetched by Jules Verne, however Abraham Lincoln’s secretary of state, William Seward 

will return to play a pirate in our fifth novel. 

 

Finally the unfortunate man, weak from ill-treatment, fell unconscious and saw or heard 

nothing. From that time on, that is to say for the past two days, he could not say what had 

happened.  

“But, Mr Harding,” he added, “since I was imprisoned in this cavern, how did I arrive 

here?”… 



…“The avenger of the island,” answered Cyrus Harding, “he who brought you here Ayrton; 

he whose influence is still present; he who does for us everything we can’t do for ourselves 

and who then conceals himself from us.  

This invisible protection, which made their own efforts seem insignificant, both irritated and 

awed the engineer. The relative inferiority that it implied, wounded his proud spirit. Such 

generosity, which refused every token of gratitude, demonstrated a kind of disdain for those it 

helped, which in Cyrus Harding’s view, detracted from the value of the kindness itself.  

Cyrus Harding seems to be reacting against the over interference in their lives of their 

mysterious protector. Perhaps Jules Verne is philosophising that if God interfered in all the 

ills of the world, then it would go against his deist Christian values that in life ‘God helps 

those who help themselves’.  

The motto on the great ship’s wheel of the CSS Alabama was Aide Toi, Et Dieu T'Aidera – 

French for God helps those who help themselves. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                

The Corroded Remains of the Ship’s wheel of the CSS Alabama showing the Motto – 

Aide Toi, Et Dieu T'Aidera. The National Museum of the U.S. Navy, Washington D.C. 

“Let’s search,” he resumed, “and God willing, one day we may be permitted to prove to this 

haughty protector that he isn’t dealing with ingrates!” What I wouldn’t give to be able to 

repay him and to render him some important service, even at the risk of our lives!” 

They had no doubt that the Civil War was now at an end and it seemed impossible to them 

that the just cause of the north had not been victorious. But what were the costs of this 

terrible war? How much blood had been spilled? Which of their friends had perished in 

battle.  

 



They often spoke of these things without knowing when they would see their country again. 

To return there, if only for a few days, to renew social ties with the inhabited world, to 

establish communication between their native land and their island, to pass the longest, 

perhaps the best part of their lives in the colony that they founded and turn it into a 

metropolis, was this an unrealistic dream?...  

 

The laborers were in fine health and in fine humor. They animated the evenings at Granite 

House by forming a thousand plans for the future.  

 

It goes without saying that Ayrton completely shared in the common existence and no longer 

lived at the corral. Nevertheless, he was always sad, not very communicative, and joined in 

the work rather than in the pleasures of his companions. But he was an excellent worker, 

vigorous, skilful, ingenious, and intelligent. He was esteemed and loved by everyone, and he 

could not but be aware of it.  

Following the explosion of the volcano and the destruction of Lincoln Island, it is Ayrton 

who spots a rescue ship, and it is Ayrton who helps to build a second new America, not in 

Birkenhead this time, but in America itself.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An explosion, which might have been heard a 

hundred miles away, shattered the air! 

Fragments of the mountain fell back into the 

Pacific and, in a few minutes, the ocean covered 

the place where Lincoln Island had once been! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                  

An explosion shattered the air! 



An isolated rock, thirty feet long, fifteen wide, emerging barely ten feet above the water – 

such was the only solid point of land that had not been engulfed by the waves of the Pacific.  

 

 

 

 

 

After seven days marooned on the Little Eye, lying just one mile off West Kirby promenade, 

it is, yet again, the repentant pirate, Ayrton who the colonists can thank for their salvation.  

Already they were prostrate on its surface, inanimate, unaware, of what was going on around 

them. Ayrton alone, by a supreme effort, still had his head raised and cast a despairing look 

at this deserted sea! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The Duncan!” murmured Ayrton, and he fell.  

 

The Little Eye 

 

But, on this morning of March 24th, Ayrton raised 

his arms, reaching out toward a point in the 

distance. He got up, on his knees at first, then to his 

feet, his hand seemed to make a signal … A vessel 

was in sight of the island!  

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                            The Duncan! 



It was indeed the Duncan, Lord Glenarvan’s yacht, now commanded by Robert, the son of 

Captain Grant, which had been sent to Tabor Island to look for Ayrton and to repatriate him 

after 12 years of expiation.  

 

The colonists were saved. They were already on their way home!... 

…At this moment, Ayrton approached the engineer and said to him simply: 

“What should be done with this chest?” 

It was the chest that Ayrton had saved at the risk of his life when the island was engulfed, and 

which he had faithfully come to return to the engineer. 

“Ayrton, Ayrton !” said Cyrus Harding with deep emotion. 

Then, addressing Robert Grant: 

“Sir,” he added, “there where you once left a guilty man, you now find one made honest by 

repentance and to whom I’m proud to offer my hand!” 

Two weeks later, the colonists landed in America. They found their country at peace again 

after this terrible war in which justice and right had finally triumphed. 

 

Of the riches contained in the chest bequeathed by Captain Nemo to the colonists of Lincoln 

Island, the largest share was used to purchase a vast tract of land in the state of Iowa. A 

single pearl, the finest, was set aside from this treasure and sent to Lady Glenarvan on behalf 

of the castaways repatriated by the Duncan.  

                                                                                                                                                                   

There on this land, the colonists sent out a call for work, for their fortune and happiness, to 

all those to whom they had intended to offer the hospitality of Lincoln Island. There they 

founded a vast colony to which they gave the name of the island disappeared in the depths of 

the Pacific. A river there was baptized the Mercy, a mountain which took the name of 

Franklin, a small lake which was called Lake Grant, forests which became the forests of the 

Far West. It was like an island on terra firma. 

 

 



Christian repentance. 

Being repentant involves a genuine feeling of sorrow for any wrongdoings carried out in the 

past, and through one’s actions, attempting to make amends for any wrongs that we have 

committed.  

 

                                             The Pathway to Repentance.  
 

 

We Must Recognize Our Sins 

To repent, we must admit to ourselves, through prayer, and to others, that we have sinned. If 

we do not admit this, we cannot repent. 

We Must Feel Sorrow for Our Sins 

In addition to recognizing our sins, we must feel sincere sorrow for what we have done. We 

must feel that our sins are terrible. We must want to unload and abandon them.  

 

We Must Forsake Our Sins 

Our sincere sorrow should lead us to forsake (stop) our sins.  

 

We Must Confess Our Sins 

Confessing our sins is very important. The Lord has commanded us to confess our sins. 

Confession relieves a heavy burden from the sinner.  

 

We Must Make Restitution 

Part of repentance is to make restitution. This means that as much as possible we must make 

right any wrong that we have done. For example, a thief should give back what he has stolen. 

A liar should make the truth known.  As we do these things, God will not mention our sins to 

us when we are judged (Ezekiel 33:15–16). 

 

If the wicked restores the pledge, gives back what he has taken by robbery, and walks in the 

statutes of life, not doing injustice, he shall surely live; he shall not die.  

 
 None of the sins that he has committed shall be remembered against him. He has done what 

is just and right; he shall surely live. 

 

 

 

We Must Forgive Others 

A vital part of repentance is to forgive those who have sinned against us. The Lord will not 

forgive us unless our hearts are fully cleansed of all hate, bitterness, and bad feelings against 

other people. As we repent, the Atonement of Jesus Christ becomes fully effective in our 

lives, and the Lord forgives our sins. We become free from the bondage of our sins, and we 

find joy.  

                                                                                                           Various Christian Texts.  

                                                                                          

 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/scriptures/ot/ezek/33.15-16?lang=eng#p15


 Next on Jules Verne and the Heroes of Birkenhead. 

 

29. Playing the Role of Neb the Former Slave in Jules Verne’s Mysterious 

Island are … Three Former Slaves.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photographic Acknowledgements. 

Part 28 

Playing the Part of Ayrton the Repentant 

Pirate in Jules Verne’s Mysterious Island 

is …Raphael Semmes. 
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