GEORGE SALOMON*

“Who Is John Maynard?”
Fontane’s brave helmsman and the American antecedents he drew upon
I
Two of the most popular ballads of Fontane’s later years, “The Tay Bridge” and “John
Maynard” exhibit close affinities in content and form. Both ballads deal with catastrophes in
modern technology: the one with the collapse of a rail bridge, the other with the fire on board
a steamer. The two ballads are composed in the most loosely woven of rhyming couplets and
yet deliver a tight unfolding of events. A conversation serves as a prologue and is echoed in
the epilogue of both ballads. 1
Fontane was prompted to write “The Tay Bridge” due to a contemporaneous event. In a
violent storm on the evening of December 28th, 1879, the “High Girder” section of the bridge
of the North British Railway close to Dundee in Scotland collapsed into the Firth of Tay,
together with a passenger train, of whose 75 passengers not a single one was saved. 2 The
destruction of the bridge, which had been completed in the preceding year and had been
acclaimed to be one of the boldest structures of the time, caused a widespread sensation.
Fontane immediately set out to gather the facts; as early as January 10th, 1880, his poem
appeared in the German weekly Die Gegenwart [The Present].
*New York (USA)
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In the companion piece, “John Maynard”, things remain far from clear. The ballad of the
brave helmsman is set on Lake Erie. He is at the wheel of the burning steamer, the Swallow.
Making Buffalo is their only hope. At the very last moment, Maynard successfully steers the
steamer to the shoreline, thus saving the lives of all the passengers and crew while sacrificing
his own. “John Maynard” was published in the anthology Berlin Bunte Mappe [Berlin
Potpourri]: original contributions of artists and writers in Berlin (Münchener Verlagsanstalt
für Kunst und Wissenschaft, p. 22). 3

[25/26]

In the second published edition of Fontane’s poems in 1875 (Berlin: Wilhelm Hertz), the
ballad is not to be found. As a consequence, it must have originated sometime in the years
between the second and third editions. Whether Fontane composed the ballad as late as 1886,
or at an earlier date, and how he came upon the material are questions, the answers to which
were apparently never recorded by Fontane anywhere in his writings.4
There is no evidence of a contemporary or earlier event which could have served as a direct
source upon which he modeled his ballad. The extensive literature dealing with the history of
Lake Erie and the other Great Lakes of North America provides no hint of a heroic helmsman
named Maynard or of a ship whose name may be translated as the Swallow. Among the
many, oft times dramatic or bloodcurdling steamer disasters on the Great Lakes during the
19th century, there is not a single one which resembles the course of events in “John
Maynard”.
Likewise, literature dealing with Buffalo and the surrounding region is equally disappointing.
Nowhere is an incident recorded which bears any similarity with the emergency landing of the
Swallow on the “Buffalo shoreline”; and not a word is to be found about a public
announcement of the death of a heroic sailor as described in such heart-rending terms by
Fontane. Stated succinctly, the Swallow is a literary ghost ship, and Maynard’s act of rescue
is – in the form in which Fontane relates it – a legend.
Nevertheless, the ballad did not spring spontaneously from the imagination of the poet.
Rather, the ballad hearkens back – with considerable alterations – to literary precedents,
which were based upon an actual event, although one which has been radically restructured.
As has been known for some time, the story of John Maynard in America was dissiminated in
three different printed versions during the 19th century. Fontane must have used one of those
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versions. The connections between the American versions, however, have been almost
completely misunderstood, and even the historical event, which is behind it all, has been in
many cases handed down in a downright defamatory and distorted form. The following pages
aim first of all to set these things straight5; after that, the text Fontane found and the time
when the ballad was written remain to be ascertained.
II
In the afternoon of August 9th , 1841, the Erie, a side-wheel steamboat, set out from Buffalo
with a stiff wind gusting. Her destination was Chicago, meaning she had to cross the full
length of Lake Erie to Detroit, then negotiate the St. Clair River and finally Lake Huron and
Lake Michigan to reach Chicago. The Erie – with a tonnage of 497, a stately ship for inland
navigation in those days – was only four years old6 and had just been overhauled and freshly
painted. On this voyage, apart from the crew, she was carrying a valuable racehorse as well
as roughly 200 passengers, among whom there were numerous German and Swiss immigrants
with all their worldly possessions. In addition, there were several painters on board with their
paints and brushes. They had been commissioned to work on another ship in the town of Erie
(Pennsylvania), the first docking station.
At about eight o’clock in the evening, eight miles (American statute miles, or roughly 13
kilometers) off the coast of Silver Creek ( New York), a muffled bang was heard amidships,
and a few seconds later, a loud crash. As was revealed later, the wooden intermediate deck
directly above the steam boiler of the ship had irresponsibly not been insulated, and as it
turned out, at this hot spot - of all places [26/27] – the painters, with outrageous
thoughtlessness, had stashed several wicker bottles filled with turpentine. The bottles became
hotter and hotter until they finally exploded. The burning liquid shot in every direction
through the freshly varnished ship, and the flames immediately broke through the promenade
deck. The strong wind took care of the rest; in only a few moments, the Erie was ablaze.
The captain, Thomas J. Titus, immediately altered the Erie’s course in order to reach land by
the shortest way possible. A large number of women crowded together on the foreship,
screaming for help; but already in the next few minutes, a number of passengers were either
burned to death or suffocated from the smoke. The rest jumped into the water – often with
their clothes on fire and without life jackets, as the latter were not accessible. Almost
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everyone drowned. There were not enough lifeboats available, apparently only three, one of
which could not be lowered and the other two capsized. As was later stated emphatically, if
there had only been a sufficient supply of planks, many human lives could have been saved,
but planks, too, were missing. At about ten o’clock, when another ship, the De Witt Clinton,
reached the smoking wreck of the Erie, only 27 persons, among whom there was only one
woman, were rescued. Later, smaller ships saved a few other survivors, who were clinging to
floating fragments of wood.
Of the crew, a few survived, among whom were Captain Titus as well as two of the three
helmsmen, who were off duty when the fire broke out: Jerome McBride and James Lafferty.
However, the second engineer, John Allen, died in the flames in a vain attempt to keep the
engine running. Finally, the helmsman in charge, a man by the name of Luther Fuller from
the vicinity of the town of Erie, remained dutifully at his post until he was overcome by the
flames.
Fuller’s name is to be found among numerous others in the second list of casualties provided
by local newspapers. Captain Titus stated before the coroner’s jury, whose task it was to
investigate the shipwreck in the following days, that he had been the last person to leave the
ship, and then continued, saying: “As far as I know, Fuller did not leave his post at the wheel,
but remained there to the very last. He was always a resolute man in obeying orders.” We
only know about Fuller’s character and his tragic death through such meager testimony; but
here lies the core to the legend of “John Maynard”, as we shall shortly see.7
The ultimate fate of the survivors thus named can be quickly reported. McBride died from his
extensive burns only a few days afterwards. We are informed by the Buffalo directory that
Titus became the captain within the following year of another steamer.
Lafferty survived to a ripe old age, but fell on hard times and spent the latter years of his life
in Erie, where he was known as the town drunkard, who fiddled his way begging from bar to
bar. On November 22, 1900, he died, roughly 87 years old, at the Erie county almshouse.8
So much for the established facts. Many years after the disaster, Luther Fuller’s legacy came
under attack, with accusations persisting to this very day. The man behind this was a certain
Andrew W. Blila, a carpenter by trade in Erie. In 1912, Blila, by then a man advanced in
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years, is said to have stated that Fuller did not die on the burning ship, but had saved himself
at the very last moment, and later had led an evil life under a false name [27/28] and been
sentenced to prison for counterfeiting. The final years of his life were then cut short in a less
than edifying manner.
Blila’s testimony was believed because he was on the board of a patriotic and historical
association, because as a young man he claimed to have known Fuller, who had frequented
his father’s inn, and particularly because he claimed that, as a thirteen-year-old ship’s boy, he
had sailed on the Erie’s ill-fated final voyage. His assertions about Fuller’s later life have
consequently been reprinted time and again in magazines and newspaper articles9. These
articles, however, lack any credibility, for upon closer examination, Blila will turn out to be a
highly questionable witness.
First off, it is probably not true that he experienced the fire on the Erie. On a different
occasion, he asserted in detail that he had been rescued from the flames by McBride and that
the two of them were then fished out of the water by the De Witt Clinton. Yet in contrast to
McBride’s name, Blila’s is nowhere to be found in the Clinton’s list of survivors. Above all,
Blila’s remarks dispel any doubt that he indeed got Fuller mixed up with his colleague, James
Lafferty. He describes Fuller as allegedly an old drunkard living the life of a beggar in Erie,
points out that he had just turned 87, and reports of his death in the county almshouse on
November 22, 1900 – ascertainable circumstances which apply to Lafferty. Fuller’s
allegedly false name was finally corrupted into James Rafferty!
It is difficult to determine how severely one should reproach Blila for the defamation of
Fuller’s name. It is not at all unlikely that Blila, like many another, took apparently harmless
pleasure in fabricating distorted tales about sailors. On the other hand, in 1912 when the
unfortunate legend arose, his memory may have been playing tricks on him due to his
advanced age. Even if the helmsman of the Erie, unlike John Maynard, did not reach “the
saving shore”, he nonetheless “in smoke and fire held fast to the wheel [tr. Julia and Amy
Huberman]” and died trying to save those on board.
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III
How did the story of John Maynard, in which the helmsman remained the only victim, arise
out of the Erie catastrophe, in which so many people suffered horrible deaths? Is it in any
way legitimate to assume a connection when the outcome is so completely different and when
particularly the heroes have different names?
The answer to these questions is to be found in the oldest known literary treatment of the
material, published only a few years after the disaster: a tale published anonymously under
the title “The Helmsman of Lake Erie”. The story depicts a disaster which corresponds in
numerous details to the course of the sinking of the Erie. The wheelman, however, is not
Luther Fuller but John Maynard, who, owing to his heroic courage, all of the passengers and
crew on board, with the exception of himself, were saved.
“The Helmsman of Lake Erie” appeared on September 12th, 1845 in the Commercial
Advertiser, a Buffalo daily newspaper, and with minor changes, on October 4th of the same
year in the Western Literary Messenger, a [28/29] magazine also published in Buffalo. A
steamship, which in this case is called the Jersey, sets out from Buffalo one morning in May
with an undesignated destination. At the wheel there stood an experienced old seaman by the
name of John Maynard, well-known throughout the Lake Erie region for his honesty and
Christian moderation. At some distance from the first pier, the captain noticed smoke
belching out of the engine room. Thereupon, he sent a sailor named Dick Fletcher down
below, who then reported that flames were engulfing the hull of the ship. Unnoticed, some
sparks had fallen into a bundle of. tow. The flames were already lapping at both sides of the
steamer.
On the captain’s command, both sailors and passengers formed a double line on deck, trying
to put out the blaze with buckets of water. At the same time, women clustered around John
Maynard, the wheelman, asking fearfully: “How long will it take to make land?” “Are there
any lifeboats?” Maynard answered as best he could: the lifeboat (there was only one!) had
been left in Buffalo for repairs; it was roughly seven miles to the shore, forty minutes away;
and, as a word of caution, it would be more productive in such a dangerous situation to pray
rather than to prattle.
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As all attempts to extinguish the fire proved in vain, the captain ordered his wheelman to
change course so as to make land by the shortest way. Shortly afterwards, the flames broke
through the deck, the intensity of the heat becoming unbearable. The crew fled from the hold;
passengers, above all the women, clustered together on the captain’s order close to the prow.
Planks were sawed in two, which were to be used to save the women, while the boldest of the
men had already taken off their jackets and vests so that they could jump into the water.
Maynard, however, remained steadfast at his post and, after only a short time, was cut off
from passengers and crew by the smoke and flames. Fortunately, the ship’s engine remained
in operation. Soon the Jersey was only one mile from the shore, and now rescue boats had
been sent. John Maynard’s final words could then be heard:
“John Maynard!” cried the captain.
“Aye, aye, sir! said John.
“Could you hold out five minutes longer?”
“I’ll try sir.”
Presently, the wheelman could feel the caustic smoke enveloping him. His hair was already
singed while the flames crept ever closer. Yet he held fast to the wheel with his left hand, and
later, when that hand became useless to him, with his right hand – without once screaming
from pain or bemoaning his fate. Then he heard cheers when the others saw that they were
saved. When the steamer touched land, he was probably already dead: either through
asphyxiation or in the vain attempt to escape the flames, having fallen overboard half
unconscious. In any event, “he had died the death of a Christian hero – I had almost said, of
a martyr; his spirit was commended into his Father’s hands, and his body sleeps in peace by
the green side of Lake Erie.”
In this short summary, it can already be seen that the Maynard tale must necessarily have its
origins in the accounts of the Erie blaze. The editor of the Commercial Advertiser also points
out in his preface that the disaster had taken place less than four years earlier. The coincidence
of events is plain to see: the location of the incident (the cities of Buffalo and Erie are cited!),
the lack of caution exercised with easily combustible material, the lack of lifeboats and saving
planks, the clustering of the women in the front of the ship,[29/30] the determined obedience
of the wheelman and, finally, his death in the flames. More conclusive, however, is the fact
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that even the two main points, in which the story diverges from the actual event, were
apparently indirectly inferred from the sinking of the Erie: the name of the hero and the
fortunate outcome.
As for the names being changed, according to newspaper reports there was among the
members of the coroner’s jury a certain Robert H. Maynard, an obviously respected citizen of
Buffalo, who, during the previous year, had been a member of the board of trustees of the
municipal orphanage. It may be assumed that the name Maynard, whether consciously or
unconsciously, was taken from the official report; the name is not so common as to warrant
the possibility of a chance correspondence.
The transformation of the unfortunate outcome into a fortunate one presumably has its origins
in an anonymous book entitled Steamboat Disasters and Railroad Accidents in the United
States, published in 1842.10 In this sensational work, the sinking of the Erie is depicted in
detail, yet with no mention of Fuller. Immediately preceding the section dealing with the loss
of the Erie, there is a report of a fire on board a ship on Lake Champlain in the year 1819, “in
which” (thus reads the heading) “thanks to the presence of mind and self-possession of the
captain, not a single soul was lost”.
Apparently articles reporting on the widely known fire on board the Erie were transformed in
the hands of the author of “The Helmsman of Lake Erie” into a working model to be edited as
he pleased, or combined with other related material. The story of John Maynard is
consequently not a story drawn from American folklore but later recorded as a local legend by
a writer (a claim often circulated arbitrarily), but was from the very start a literary product of
a journalist. The story cannot have originated on the spot because the harbor in Buffalo is, as
the editor rightly noted in his preface, depicted inaccurately as a modest landing point where
ships lie at anchor. In reality, Buffalo already had in that day and age extensive piers for
docking ships of all sizes.
As has often been mentioned, the story would appear to have been the work of an English
writer rather than of an American. The author uses various British expressions (e.g.,
“waistcoat”, whereas an American at that time as well as nowadays would use “vest”).
Moreover, at the beginning of the story, the writer explains how one should picture Lake Erie
(“one of those sea-lakes for which America is so famous”), which for American readers would
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have been superfluous. The English origins may also be inferred from the fact that the
editorial staff of the Commercial Advertiser apparently had no idea who the author was. It
may be assumed that the story was first published somewhere in England and afterwards
released in Buffalo without permission. Unauthorized reprints of this sort were common
practice at the time, as British publications printed in the United States were not protected by
copyright until as late as 1891.
Unfortunately, the author’s identity, in these circumstances, remains unresolved. That
Charles Dickens should have been the author, as has been assumed off and on, is undoubtedly
false – and not merely because style and rendering do not even begin to attain the heights of
Dickens’ level of accomplishment. If the account had originally appeared in Dickens’ name,
the Buffalo newspaper, sensing a great sensation, would have made explicit mention of the
fact. (During his travels in America in the year 1842, Dickens, who was already worldfamous, complained bitterly [30/31] of the openly publicized plagiarism of English
intellectual property, the perpetrators of which got off scot-free. And it is obvious that
Dickens was not in such straits as to have published any writings anonymously at that time.

IV
As far as is known, “The Helmsman of Lake Erie” was not reprinted in the years following
1845 [cf. Translator’s Addenda, footnote 3]. Before the story had been completely forgotten,
however, a pulpit orator by the name of John Bartholomew Gough (1817-1886), famed for his
espousal of temperance, presented the story in a version of a more enduring nature.
Gough was born in England, came to the United States at the age of twelve, became a
bookbinder, engaged in acting for a short time, and became addicted to alcohol at an early
age. In 1842, he became a teetotaler and was enormously successful in dedicating the rest of
his life to the fight against alcohol. In both the United States and in England, the public
thronged to listen to this bearded apostle. His publications, including copies and anthologies
of his speeches, an illustrated book packed with anecdotes and an occasional humorous
section, as well as several autobiographical works, were widely read for decades.
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Gough’s writings teem with edifying stories. Most of them deal with the evils of hard liquor,
though some deal with the dignity or self-abasement of man in general. For morsels of this
sort, he claimed to have developed powers of recollection quite out of the ordinary. Among
numerous other scenes involving distress at sea and ultimate rescue, he at some time managed
to get hold of “The Helmsman of Lake Erie.” He transformed the story into a simple little
anecdote for a talk, apparently aimed at children. Although a good deal was either deleted or
simplified, that which he did retain remained basically faithful to the original, and in some
instances passages were almost quoted verbatim.
Although Gough was widely traveled, his knowledge of Christian seafaring was minimal, as
in his title and elsewhere in the text he failed to make use of the prevalent terms “helmsman”,
“steersman”, or “wheelsman”, but instead used the word “pilot”, a word generally meaning
“guide” or “lookout”[cf. Translator’s Addenda, footnote 4]. Gough’s complete text in the
original follows:
THE PILOT – A THRILLING INCIDENT
John Maynard was well-known in the lake district as a God-fearing, honest and intelligent
pilot. He was pilot on a steamboat from Detroit to Buffalo. One summer afternoon – at that
time those steamers seldom carried boats – smoke was seen ascending from below, and the
captain cried out:
“Simpson, go below, and see what the matter is down there.”
Simpson came up with his face pale as ashes and said,
“Captain, the ship is on fire.”
Then “Fire! fire! fire! on shipboard.
All hands were called up. Buckets of water were dashed on the fire, but in vain. There
were large quantities of resin and tar on board, and it was found useless to attempt to save
the ship. The passengers rushed forward and inquired of the pilot:

[31/32]

“How far are we from Buffalo?”
“Seven miles.”
“How long before we can reach there?”
“Three-quarters of an hour at our present rate of steam.”
“Is there any danger?”
“Danger! here – see the smoke bursting out – go forward if you would save your lives.”
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Passengers and crew – men, women and children – crowded the forward part of the ship.
John Maynard stood at the helm. The flames burst forth in a sheet of fire; clouds of smoke
arose. The captain cried out through his trumpet:
“John Maynard!”
“Aye, aye, sir!”
“Are you at the helm?”
“Aye, aye, sir!”
“How does she lead?”
“Southeast by east, sir.”
“Head her southeast and run her on shore,” said the captain.
Nearer, nearer, yet nearer, she approached the shore.
Again the captain cried out:
“John Maynard!”
The response came feebly this time, “Aye, aye, sir!”
“Can you hold on five minutes longer, John?” he said.
“By God’s help, I will.”
The old man’s hair was scorched from the scalp, one hand disabled, his knee upon the
stanchion, and his teeth set, with his other hand upon the wheel, he stood firm as a rock. He
beached the ship; every man, woman, and child was saved, as John Maynard dropped, and
his spirit took its flight to its God.
Gough’s version, apart from some abridging, diverges from the original for the most part only
with respect to minor details. Thus the incident has been shifted from May to the summer; the
ship’s name is not mentioned; the sailor who reports the fire is called Simpson instead of
Fletcher; a different explanation is provided for the missing lifeboats; the combustible
material is resin and tar, not tow; and not the captain, but Maynard sends the passengers to the
front of the ship.
However, two additions made by Gough deserve special consideration. First, the captain uses
a megaphone so that Maynard can hear what he is saying. The second point is that the ship’s
coarse is reversed: the steamboat is on her way to Buffalo (departing from Detroit, a fact not
mentioned in the earlier account), and the fire breaks out just before the end of the voyage
instead of shortly after it began. Gough was right to sense that suspense would be intensified
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as a result. The long-drawn-out introduction describing the peaceful departure of the
steamboat in “The Helmsman of Lake Erie” has consequently been omitted.
The year Gough’s version was written remains a mystery. For reasons unknown, Gough
failed to include the piece in his published speeches or any of his other writings. It was
frequently published under his name, however, from 1869 to roughly 1889, and occasionally
even at a later date [32/33] in anthologies of didactic lectures, which in those days were often
published by the dozens in cheap, bound installments. As we shall see, Gough’s rendering
must have been printed in a magazine somewhat earlier in the year 1866 [cf. Translator’s
Addenda, footnote 3].
V
In March 1866, a meek bachelor, somewhat inexperienced in the ways of the world, moved
from the vicinity of Boston and took a furnished room in New York City to begin a new life.
His name was Horatio Alger, Jr. He had just given up his profession as a Protestant minister
after undergoing a lengthy inner conflict, and sought a new line of work, if at all possible as a
practical social worker, a field of endeavor which at the time was only beginning to develop.
Alger (1834 – 1899) would soon find the profession through which his name later became a
household word: the mass production of children’s pulp literature, in which a destitute child
polishing shoes or peddling matchsticks would climb the social ladder to gain prosperity and
renown thanks to perseverance, honesty and some lucky breaks. The dime novels reflected
the current belief in the “self-made man” and sold like hotcakes for decades so that Alger
could afford to build a home for newspaper boys and to engage in useful honorary welfare
work in other areas, sometimes serving as a surrogate father figure for neglected children. His
naïve and – from a literary standpoint - worthless writings are nowadays no longer to be taken
seriously, but are nonetheless regarded as sought-after collector’s items of Americana
commanding high auction prices.
All of this was yet to transpire when Alger, during his first summer in New York City,
attended a mission chapel in a slum. There in a church service for children, Gough’s “Pilot”
was recited. The material captivated him to such a degree that he immediately inquired as to
its origin. He was referred to a semimonthly religious journal in the reading room of the local
YMCA. Alger made a copy of Gough’s account the next day, and began work that very
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evening in his sweltering room with his sleeves rolled up and his tie removed. He then
transformed Gough’s prose into a ballad. Of the twelve eight-line stanzas, the first, ninth and
last stanzas in the original will serve as a sample of Alger’s style:
JOHN MAYNARD
A Ballad of Lake Erie
‘Twas on Lake Erie’s broad expanse
One bright midsummer day,
The gallant steamer Ocean Queen
Swept proudly on her way.
Bright faces clustered on the deck,
Or, leaning o’er the side,
Watched carelessly the feathery foam
That flecked the rippling tide.
*******************************
“John Maynard!” with an anxious voice
The Captain cries once more,
“Stand by the wheel five minutes yet
and we shall reach the shore.”
Through flame and smoke that dauntless heart
Responded firmly still,
Unawed, though face to face with death,
“With God’s good help I will!”
*******************************
But where is he, that helmsman bold?
The Captain saw him reel,–
His nerveless hands released their task,
He sank beside the wheel.
The wave received his lifeless corse
Blackened with smoke and fire.
God rest him! Never hero had
A nobler funeral pyre!

[33/34]
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It may be granted that Alger, as these excerpts show, was a complete dilettante; nonetheless,
some passages were given a more dramatic turn than those of his predecessor. Consequently,
Maynard is not mentioned at the beginning, but only when the situation begins to look almost
beyond hope; instead, the second stanza prophesies the impending calamity. In other respects
as well, a number of changes have been made. No longer is Maynard clearly characterized as
an old man; the setting of the disaster is simply Lake Erie (without any mention made of the
point of departure or destination, and without any hint as to whether one should picture the
fire breaking out at the beginning or end of the voyage); the captain himself climbs down into
the hold to size up the blaze; there is no talk of combustible material, missing lifeboats, and
the captain’s megaphone; and the anxious questions of the passengers no longer concern the
distance to the shore. New additions include a rather inappropriate name for the ship (Ocean
Queen), the number of passengers and crew on board (three hundred) and where Maynard
came from (“Eastern-born”, as was Alger himself). Moreover, the captain’s last glimpse of
Maynard is when, dying, he falls overboard; at the same time, passengers and crew give
thanks to God for being rescued, an act which they had failed to do in both the earlier
versions.
Alger immediately sent his poem to The Student and Schoolmate, a children’s magazine, in
Boston. It was published there in January 1868, with Gough acknowledged as his source and
with an illustration showing a young, beardless Maynard surrounded by the flames. The
author received payment of three dollars and was of the opinion that the matter was settled;
yet to his astonishment, the ballad became so popular that it was often recited at school
ceremonies and on similar occasions.11
In the year 1873, the verses appeared in a Sixth Reader for Schools and Families.[cf.
Translator’s Addendum, footnote 5], together with Gough’s prose account. In 1875, Alger
included the ballad in an anthology of his poems, and in the decades following, it appeared
time and again in popular anthologies of pieces to be recited, often in a mutilated version with
one and a half stanzas missing.12 Apparently the general public found the material just as
thrilling as did the composer himself. Ships in distress, preferably with fire and casualties,
were a popular theme in ballads during the whole century; One need only consider, for
example, “Lotsen” [“The Pilot”] (“Do you see the brig out there on the waves?” by Ludwig
Giesebrecht (1792-1873), “Casablanca” (“The boy stood on the burning deck.”) by the
English poetess Felicia Dorothea Hemans (1793-1835), or “Jim Bludso of the Prairie Queen”
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by the American statesman John Hay (1838-1905)13 The success of Alger’s insignificant
ballad can only be explained by the great fondness of the public at large for this genre.
[34/35]

The hero at his perilous post.
A wood engraving from the first edition of the ballad “John Maynard”
by Horatio Alger, Jr. (1868). The original is in the New York Public Library.
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VI
On which of the three American versions did Fontane base his ballad? The anonymous
account of 1845 hardly comes into question for the simple reason that in the years when
Fontane must have composed his ballad – namely, between 1875 and 1886 – it had basically
been lost to posterity.
Gough’s prose piece and Alger’s poem, on the other hand, were at that time and at least in the
United States both readily accessible. Fortunately, Fontane’s source can be made out with
certainty from the texts. Where the plot in Gough’s version diverges from that of Alger’s, it is
clear that Fontane always follows Gough. Only in Gough’s version does Maynard already
appear from the very beginning; only in this instance does the fire break out just before the
end of the voyage; only here do the passengers expressly ask about the distance and the time
required to make land; and only here does the captain talk to Maynard, who is shrouded in
smoke, with a megaphone.
A much more difficult question is when and how Fontane found the material. It cannot be
ruled out that an American or English newspaper [cf. Translator’s Addenda, footnote 3]
published Gough’s account, and that Fontane, who frequently read foreign newspapers, had
stumbled onto it. Gravitating against this possibility, although not decisive, is the fact that
Fontane’s collection of newspaper clippings (presently housed in the Theodor Fontane
Archives) does not contain anything pertaining to John Maynard.
It is more likely that Fontane had run across one of the known reprints in an anthology of
popular didactic lectures. It is unlikely that books and booklets of this sort would have been
available in German bookshops or libraries; it is quite probable that the work had been given
to Fontane personally as a gift. We are thus obliged to investigate his letters as well as his
diary for his connections with America and Americans. Fontane’s diary has been preserved
since 1884 and was published by Ernst Heilborn.
It is apparent that from 1875 to 1883, Fontane neither read about the United States nor
maintained connections with it. Afterwards, however, there begins a chain of contacts.
During the year 1884, Fontane’s daughter Martha (Mete) was the lady companion of a certain
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Mrs. Dooly from San Francisco, and in the months of January and February, there developed
a rather close but short-lived friendship with the whole Fontane family. From February 29th
to July 8th , Martha was traveling with Mrs. Dooly in Italy, and was even considering moving
in with her in San Francisco. But these plans were soon shattered; on August 28th , Martha
separated from Mrs. Dooly, and the friendship within the Fontane family came to an end.14
Already in the following year, Fontane had call to inform himself concerning the situation in
America. During a stay in Krummhübel that summer, he planned his novel Quitt, the second
half of which takes place in a Mennonite colony in Kansas. Fontane probably owed his
knowledge of such settlements from a travel book fresh from the printer entitled Aus der
Neuen Welt [From the New World] by Paul Lindau, a writer Fontane knew quite well
personally and for whom he provided a book review of his new book.15 At the same time,
through his friend Georg Friedlaender in Schmiedeberg, Fontane became acquainted with
Theodor Grosser, a crude metal merchant. Grosser, who owned a summer villa in
Hohenwiese, a village close by, must have maintained close relations with the United States
in his own line of business; at least Friedlaender had given him the nickname “the pseudoAmerican” (or, [35/36] due to his high-pitched voice, “the American baritone”). Fontane’s
close acquaintanceship with him continued into the following summer and afterwards.16
How Fontane indeed managed to gain access to Gough’s prose account must remain a matter
of speculation. That it is unlikely that Fontane could have composed “John Maynard” before
the mid-eighties may be inferred from his own testimony concerning his work with ballads in
general. Such statements are to be found predominantly in his letters, as well as here and
there in entries in his diary, which are often quite condensed yet to a degree provide an
accurate record of his poetic activity.
Not the least interest in ballads is hinted at in the first years following 1875. Also, after the
beginning of 1880, when “Die Brück’ am Tay” [“The Tay Bridge”] was composed in an act
of sudden inspiration, there is for the time being no talk about further experiments of this sort
Only in the early summer of 1885, during a stay in Krummhübel, when work on Quitt and the
acqaintanceship with Grosser had just begun, did Fontane, with renewed passion, turn his
attention to this form of poetry, the very form through which he had first become famous so
many years before.
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That pleasure in the creation of ballads after such a long period of inactivity was suddenly
reawakened and that the poet himself was surprised, is to be seen in a comment made on the
4th of June. On that day Fontane wrote a letter to his son Theodor, on the one hand,
expressing pleasure in his work, while, on the other, evincing a mood of resignation coupled
with irony, a trait which so often predominated in his later period:
…For a week and a half I have been here , once again alone, and have been working
diligently. But only poetry. That I should have been granted one more chance to return to the
gods or muttonheads of my youth, was beyond my wildest dreams. I am talking about ballads
–a whole dozen – so that my capital in ballads, which is the only wealth I shall leave you, has
increased by a third. I leave it up to you to decide upon its true worth. If public opinion were
different, the preceding sentence would not contain any bitterness or self-irony; as matters
stand, however, an old vest, which has been worn for seven years, is worth more than one
ballad. The vest sold secondhand will fetch 1.50 deutsch-marks….17
In a similar fashion, in a letter to Emelie Zöllner on the 18th of August, we read:
…It was very pleasant here. Eleven weeks, happy, almost serene… During the first six weeks,
I only wrote poetry – songs and ballads –so that at the age of sixty-five, I have again attained
the age of twenty-five and almost reverted to fifteen. The snake which bites itself in the tail; to
have come full circle. Some say that’s the end. But even if this be so, I enjoyed every minute
of it….18
At the same time, Fontane began to think about a new and enlarged edition of his poems.
Already on the 8th of June, Fontane wrote about his intentions to his wife, remarking that apart
from other unpublished poems, he had roughly a dozen mostly unfinished ballads he was still
working on.19 But not until the 15th of April, 1887, did he propose a new edition to Wilhelm
Hertz, the publisher of Gedichte [Poems]. In the meantime, “John Maynard” had already
been published; on the other hand, a number of other poetic works had been left unfinished,
and only at the beginning of 1888, is there any mention of the completion [36/37] of ballads
which had already been begun.20 By the end of the year at the very latest, the decision was in
any event made to go ahead with the enlarged edition, in which “John Maynard” was also
included. On December 26th , Fontane wrote Hertz he was working without pause on the third
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edition, which they had agreed upon. In March 1889, the final editing was begun, and on the
8th of June, the finished manuscript was dispatched.21
Consequently, within the time frame that comes into question, we can say that Fontane’s
connections with the United States began no sooner than 1884, and that it is likely that he had
only worked intensively on new poems in the early summer of 1885. Even though positive
evidence is lacking, we may nonetheless assume that “John Maynard” was a product of that
summer.
VII
It is not the task of this investigation to pay tribute to the poetic merits of Fontane’s powerful
poem. We must nonetheless consider the poetic devices he employed in creating a
masterpiece while using Gough’s weak rendering as his source material.
In contrast to all the earlier versions, it is the end of Fontane’s ballad that is striking: the
honorable public burial of the hero. Not a word is mentioned in the American versions about
the funeral procession of the townspeople, the knelling of the church bells set against the
hushed stillness of a town in mourning, the grave bedecked with flowers and the marble
tombstone. These things have been added by Fontane. Only through this epilogue does the
story achieve perfection; and by Fontane returning to the beginning of the poem in the
concluding inscription on the tombstone, he provides formal expression to the symmetry of
this perfection.
No less remarkable are the poetic devices with which Fontane increases the suspense of
impending events to the breaking point. Pre-eminent in this regard is the question about
“minutes to Buffalo”. In Gough’s version, the passengers ask only once about the distance
and the time needed to make land; later the ship’s approaching the saving shore is mentioned,
and then the captain immediately asks Maynard if he “can hold on five minutes longer”.
Fontane forges these various motifs together into one refrain, which gives a graphic turn to
the ever increasing speed of unfolding events: from the indifferent “thirty minutes to go – half
an hour” before disaster struck to the jubilant “and ten more minutes to Buffalo” when, at the
moment of greatest distress, there was once again some hope to cling to.22
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The concise unfolding of events in Fontane’s ballad is to a great extent owing to the art of
deletion. Whereas Gough mentioned the inspection of the hold, then the cause of the fire and
the vain attempts to put it out, Fontane omits these things as a matter of course; the question
of lifeboats is not even considered. The alarm, the smoke gushing forth, the flames licking
the deck –all of this takes place one blow upon another. And not only is the pace of the action
intensified through omissions, but also the dignity of the event. Thus Maynard’s death is not
delineated, but only laconically hinted at, and, for this reason, has a greater impact than
gruesome details of his death in the flames could ever have had. “All were saved. Only one
was missing!” Here Fontane far surpassed his predecessors writing in English through his use
of deliberate restraint in his artistic expression (understatement), which is generally regarded
as one of the great stylistic strengths of English and American literature.23

[37/38]

With regard to linguistic form and imagery, Fontane’s poem far surpasses its predecessors. In
its loosely joined rhyming couplets with their irregular and often almost prosaic rhythms, in
the terse calls and cries for help or shouts of joy packed into direct speech, the incident
achieves a vividness which neither Gough with his childlike prose nor Alger with his wooden
rhetorical stanzas achieved.
When his volume of verse appeared in 1889, Fontane prophesied in a letter to Hertz: “Not
everything I have written will survive far into the next century; but of the poems, some will
remain, and of those, a few which are contained in this new edition”.24 His prophesy has been
fulfilled. Even today, wherever the German language is spoken, Fontane’s “John Maynard”
is part and parcel of a living culture in contrast to its American versions, which in their
homeland have deservedly long been forgotten.25 After all, Fontane was not a moralizer or a
manufacturer of literature, but a poet.
Annotations
1

Cf. Hans Rhyn, “Die Balladendichtung Theodor Fontanes…“, Sprache und Dichtung, No.

15, pp. 169-170 (1914).
2

John Prebble provides a thrilling presentation of the fate of the Tay Bridge as well as later

disclosures of gross negligence in the design, construction and maintenance in The High
Girders (London: Secker & Warburg, 1956), which also appeared under the title Disaster at
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Dundee (New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1957). Also extant is the story about the disaster
as recounted under a different name by Max Eyth in the anthology Hinter Pflug und
Schraubstock (1899) .
3

I wish to thank Dr. Hans Heinrich Reuter at the Goethe and Schiller Archives in Weimar for

pointing out this publication. Spelling and punctuation differ in numerous cases from the
final printed version, in some instances even the wording: lines 5 – 6 and 60 – 61: “Er starb
für uns, er trägt die Kron’, / Er hat uns gerettet, die Liebe sein Lohn”; line 11: “Alle Herzen
aber”; line 12: Und die Passagiere, Kinder und Frau’n; line 59 : “fest in Hand“ (a
typographical error?). The final five lines are set off as a separate stanza.
4

Fontane’s collected letters do not disclose any explicit information as to Fontane’s source

material and time of writing; equally disappointing are the scattered letters printed in
periodicals, as far as I have been able to ascertain. Also, according to a communiqué received
from Joachim Schobess, librarian of the Theodor Fontane Archives, none of the material
provides a clue. I am also indebted to Professor Henry H. H. Remak at the University of
Indiana (in Bloomington) for a similar statement confirming that no such information exists.
5

A bibliography of the history of the American renderings of “John Maynard” is to be found

in my article, “John Maynard of Lake Erie: The Genesis of a Legend”, Niagara Frontier,
(Journal of The Buffalo and Erie County Historical Society), vol. 11, pp. 73 – 86 (1964). In
this article, the original texts are reprinted in their entirety, and earlier research is
documented [- Translator’s emphasis].
6

For the tonnage and year of construction of the Erie, see Upper Lakes of North America

(New York: J. Disturnell, 1857, p. 186.
7

The Erie Disaster has often also been described in the German language with varying

historical accuracy: Paul Koberstein, “Der Brand [38/39] des Passagier-Dampfers ‘Erie’”,
Deutsch-amerikanische Geschichtsblätter, (Journal of the German-American Historical
Society of Illinois), vol. 2, No. 4, pp. 36 – 39 (1902). The main source of all the accounts is to
be found in the daily press, above all, in The Commercial Advertiser, Buffalo, August 10 –
17, 1841, where, among other things, the testimony of the “coroner’s jury” is recorded.
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8

Documentary evidence as to the actual and alleged later life of those involved is provided by

Salomon, op. cit., pp. 74 – 75.
9

Recently such articles have made their appearance several times in the German language,

e.g., Manfred P. Fleischer, “John Maynard, Dichtung und Wahrheit”, Zeitschrift für
Religions- und Geistesgeschichte, vol. 16, pp. 168 – 173 (1964).
10

Steamboat Disasters and Railroad Accidents in the United States (Worcester,

Massachusetts: Dor, Howland & Co., 1842 (First Edition): Warren Lazell, 1846 (2nd Edition).
11)

How the story came about and the first publication are documented in Alger’s own account:

“How I Came to Write John Maynard”, The Writer, vol. 8, pp. 182-183 (1895). The assertion
that the poem had already been published around 1862 is consequently null and void. I have
not been able to determine in which periodical Alger found Gough’s text.
12

The ballad was also printed in a history of the Great Lakes published in 1899, namely

without mention of its author. As a result of an unclear point in this publication, the ballad
was mistakenly ascribed to a Kate Weaver, about whom nothing is known. Cf. Salomon,
op. cit., p. 85.
13

To be rejected is the assumption repeated time and again that Hay’s ballad in American

dialect, which runs parallel in content and is from a literary standpoint far superior to other
American versions, could represent an adaptation of Alger’s “John Maynard” or have relied
on the same source material. It is indeed true that “Jim Bludso” was published shortly after
Alger’s ballad, but any similarity is mere coincidence. According to his own testimony, Hay
drew upon the fate of a captain on the Mississippi, whom he had known in his youth.
14

Briefe an seine Familie, vol. 2, pp. 82, 106; Das Fontane-Buch, published by Ernst

Heilborn (Berlin: S. Fischer, 1919), pp. 121, 123, 128, 130-132, 135, 146, 148 (entries in
Fontane’s diary). From January 2nd to February 18th, the diary records five visits by or with
Mrs. Dooly.
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15

Gesammelte Werke, Jubiläumsausgabe, 2nd series, vol. 5 (Letters), pp. 121-122; Briefe an

Georg Friedlaender, p. 337. Fontane’s review of Lindau’s book was published in Magazin
für Literatur des In- und Auslandes, 54th year of publication, pp.389-392 (June 20, 1885).
16

Briefe an Friedlaender, pp. 17, 40, 45, 79, 333, 337; Fontane-Buch, pp. 156, 175-176.

17

Briefe an seine Familie, vol. 2, pp. 116-117. The vest “worn for seven years” clearly

alludes to the first stanza of Fontane’s ballad, “Archibald Douglas”.
18

Briefe: Zweite Sammlung, vol. 2, pp. 99-100. An entry in his diary for the months of June

and July 1985 also records work on “verses“: Fontane-Buch, p. 156.
19

Briefe an seine Familie, vol. 2, p. 117.

20

Briefe: Zweite Sammlung, vol. 2, p. 127; entry in his diary, from January 1st to March 3rd ,

1888, in Fontane-Buch, p. 171. [39/40]
21

Briefe an die Freunde: Letzte Auslese, vol. 2, pp. 448, 451-452.

22

Cf. Gustav Mahlberg, “Die Zeitdarstellung und das Zeiterlebnis in Fontanes ‘John

Maynard’”, Wirkendes Wort, vol. 5, pp. 362-365 (1954-55): an investigation placing special
emphasis upon the use of different tenses as an artistic device
23

Similarly restrained – perhaps even unconsciously so in Fontane, who did not have a

particularly religious bent – the Biblical echo in the words, “He wears the crown” / “He dies
for us” (cf. The Revelation of St. John the Divine, 2:10: “…be thou faithful unto death, and I
will give thee a crown of life”).
24

Gesammelte Werke, Jubiläumsausgabe, 2nd series, vol. 5, p. 271.

25

As early as 1914 when visiting Buffalo, Heinrich Spiero, who afterwards became a

biographer of Fontane’s, could find no-one who had ever heard of John Maynard. Cf.
Spiero’s memories: Schicksal und Anteil (Berlin: Volksverband der Bücherfreunde, 1929), p.
201.
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ADDENDA
1) The pagination of the Fontane Blätter has been provided in blue brackets to facilitate
reference to Salomon’s original text: e.g., [25/26] refers to the end of page 25 and the
beginning of page 26.
2) All of Salomon’s translations of versions or excerpts from versions have simply been
replaced with the original text(s). For the original texts, see Mr. Salomon’s delightful and
comprehensive article in the Niagara Frontier: “John Maynard of Lake Erie: The Genesis
of a Legend”, Autumn 1964, vol. 11, no. 3, pp. 73-86, 104.
3) p. 31 [p. 9]. Recent research has revealed at least one reprinting of the anonymous
1845 John Maynard article occurred as late as 1854: Harpers New Monthly Magazine,
Vol. 9, Issue 49 (New York City: Harper and Bros., June 1854), pp. 565-566. The Gough
prose rendering has been discovered as early as 1860: The Living Age, Vol. 67, Issue 856
(Boston: Littell, Son & Co., 27 October 1860), p. 213. Refer to the following article:
“Two Missing Links: Harpers 1854 & The Living Age 1860, An evaluation of two newly
discovered John Maynard texts” by Norman Barry. In the spring of 2007, I accidentally
stumbled onto a British magazine which had indeed published the Gough rendering: The
British Workman, No. 107, London, November 1863), pp. 425-426.
4) p. 31 [p. 10], 4th paragraph in section IV: “…das Wort pilot, das meist ‘Lotse’”
bedeutet”. It is not quite clear why Salomon takes exception to Gough’s use of the word
“pilot”, preferring such terms as “helmsman” (though regarded as too “English”),
“wheel(s)man” and “steersman”. It should be noted that in the Niagara Frontier article of
Autumn 1964, Salomon himself opted for “pilot” in the very first sentence of his
important article (p. 73):
Two or three generations ago, the legend of John Maynard, the heroic pilot of Lake Erie,
was widely known not only around Buffalo but all over the United States and even abroad.
On the other hand and in defense of Salomon’s sharp distinction between pilot and
wheel(s)man, a Norman Rockwell painting “of a pilothouse during a riverboat race
properly depicts the skipper straining at the wheel while the pilot keeps a sharp eye out
for snags” [- my emphasis] in American Folklore and Legend, Pleasantville,
N.Y./Montreal (Reader’s Digest, July 1985), p. 152:
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5) p. 34 [p. 14] Refer to Salomon’s Niagara Frontier article, footnote 24, p. 80 and
footnote 32, p. 85. The verses appeared in Osgood’s American Sixth Reader for Schools
and Families (Lucius Osgood, Pittsburgh: A. H. English, 1873, pp. 176-177).
* * *

“The Tay Bridge ” by Theodor Fontane
(December 28th, 1879)*
When shall we three meet again?
Macbeth
“When shall we three our forces unite?”
“At the seventh hour, at the bridge tonight.”
“At the center pier, let’s meet.”
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“I’ll make the flames retreat.”
5 “Me, too, my dear.”
“From the north, I shall hail.”
“And I, from the south.”
“And I, from the sea shall sail.”
“Aye, we’ll be dancing in a ring,
10 And make the bridge fall down as we sing.”
“By the pricking of my thumbs,
At the seventh hour the train this way comes –
Shall it be dashed into the Tay?”
“Aye, 'tis so – and now away! ”
15 “Aye, must be – without delay!”
“Sand, sand,
All that is built by the hand of man!”
*
To the north, the tollhouse stands –
Each window a view to the south commands;
20 The husband and wife, with an anxious eye,
Look out to the south and of misgivings sigh,
Keeping a lookout and praying for a light,
Which o’er the water advances bright,
Proclaiming, “In spite of night and driving rain,
25 I come, I, the Edinburgh train.”
And now the bridge keeper: “I see a light
On the opposite shore. That’s her, all right!”
Mother, be done with such wild fear –
Our Johnny wants his Christmas tree and soon will be here.
30 On the tree some candles there yet be;
Set them all aglow for the Christ Child to see.
He will be with us twice on this sacred day,
And in eleven minutes he is due to come this way."
Past the southern tower, there came the train,

27

35 Huffing and puffing against the pelting rain,
And the conductor Johnny shouted out, “The bridge ahead!
But so what? – What have we to dread?
A solid boiler, and two-fold steam,
In such a struggle they win, it would seem.
40 And as the elements rush and rend and run,
Who but us shall o’ercome?
This bridge is our pride and joy;
I smile, thinking back, when I was a boy:
The wear and tear, my nerves worn thin,
45 With the wretched ferry barge way back then;
How many a Christmas Eve so dear,
I had to spend in the ferry house right near
And saw our windows shining bright
And counted the hours, but could not go home that night.”
50

To the north, the tollhouse stands –
Each window a view to the south commands;
The husband and wife, with an anxious eye,
Look out to the south and of misgivings sigh,
For with greater violence the winds did lash,
55 And now, as if fire from the heavens did crash,
A-glow in glory and wedded to hell,
O’er the waters below…..And again darkness fell.
“When shall we three meet by and by?”
“At midnight, where the mountain ridge we spy.”
60

“On the high moor, where the alder trunk does lie.”
“I’ll be there.”
“Me, too, I by evil spirits swear.”
“The victims’ number I shall ascertain.”
“And I, their names”.

65

“And I, their pain.”

28

“Let's do!
Like splinters the girders broke in two.”
“Sand, sand,
All that is built by the hand of man!”

Translated by Norman Barry

•

“December 28th, 1879” refers to the actual date of the disaster, not the setting of the
ballad, nor the day when Fontane composed it, nor the day of publication.

Translator’s footnote: Although this ballad was apparently translated some time ago, I was
unable to find the translation in the Internet. So that the reader will at least have some idea of
what Salomon was referring to at the beginning of his article, I have taken the liberty to
include a translation of my own.

