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For over a cent ury Jerome K. Jerome's Three Men in a Boat (1889) has
remained a popular book. This sat irical account  of  a holiday misadvent ure
on t he Thames has never gone out  of  print  in England; and in America,
where count less copies were pirat ed during t he end of t he ninet eent h
cent ury, t he work has enjoyed a long period of  availabilit y. Translat ions of
t his humorous work have appeared in t went y-seven languages. Such a
sensat ional publishing phenomenon did not  escape t he at t ent ion of  t he
press in Jerome's day. However, St anley Reynold muses, half-sincerely,
t hat  even a er a cent ury "no one has been able t o properly explain t he
appeal of  t he book."  No one, t o recast  Reynold's observat ion, has
seriously considered t he possibilit y t hat  t he immense popularit y of
Jerome's best -known work possibly derives from more t han it s comic set
pieces.

There are several reasons for t his oversight . Unfort unat ely, not  much
of a case can be made for Jerome's collect ive lit erary out put , despit e it s
ample size. Most  of  t he plays Jerome wrot e were o en acut ely
dismissed by reviewers for a lack of  subst ance and originalit y.  Crit ical
react ion t o his more t hought -provoking e ort s, such as t he
aut obiographical bildungsroman Paul Kelver (1902), was barely more
posit ive. Such a negat ive consensus, not  just  during his lifet ime but  also
long a erwards, has fost ered t he general sense t hat  Three Men in a Boat
has somehow inexplicably endured in spit e of  it s aut hor's manifest
lit erary insignificance.

Account s of  t he journalist ic genesis of  t his book have also discouraged
close at t ent ion t o it . The belief  t hat  Jerome init ially planned t o writ e a
st raight forward t ravel guide t o t he Thames has reinforced t he [End
Page 4 03] impression t hat  what ever has been achieved in t he f inished
work was more t he result  of  accident  t han of  design. In fact , a prominent
1927 obit uary t ypically claimed t hat  de  edit orial int ervent ion account ed
for t he book's success—t hat  Jerome act ually wrot e t he t ravelogue he
claimed t o have originally planned but  t hat  his edit or delet ed most  of
t he document ary cont ent  while preserving t he comic mat erial.  Jerome
himself  had a hand in t his mist aken impression:
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I decided t o writ e t he "humorous relief " f irst  … a er which, in
sober frame of mind, I could t ackle t he scenery and hist ory. I never
got  t here. It  seemed t o be all "humorous relief." By grim
det erminat ion I succeeded, before t he end, in writ ing a dozen or
so slabs of  hist ory and working t hem in, one t o each chapt er, and
F. W. Robinson, who was publishing t he book serially in Home
Chimes, prompt ly slung t hem out , t he most  of  t hem.

Robinson probably did excise some of t he submit t ed t ext , especially t he
inept ly embedded mat t er Jerome candidly ident if ied as such. Cont rary
t o t he obit uary, however, Jerome does not  say t hat  he act ually
composed a t ravelogue. "Scenery and hist ory," he writ es, were added "by
grim det erminat ion" and t hen awkwardly worked int o t he ext ant
humorous narrat ive. Moreover, such phrases as "grim det erminat ion" and
"slabs of  hist ory" invit e his readers t o wonder how seriously t hey should
t ake t his account  of  t he book's origins.

What  can we ascert ain about  Jerome's original int ent ion? The prelude
t o his amusing report  of  Robinson's edit ing reads: "I did not  int end t o
writ e a funny book, at  f irst . I did not  know I was a humorist . I never have
been sure about  it . In t he Middle Ages, I should probably have gone about
preaching and got  myself  burnt  or hanged."  Doubt less t his part icular
comment  cont ribut ed t o t he obit uary writ er's conflat ion of  aut horial
int ent ion and Jerome's act ual t ext ual execut ion. But  at t ent ion t o
Jerome's comic t one in t his passage is as import ant  t o observe as it  is in
what  follows concerning edit orial excisions. The t one of  Jerome's
comment  undercut s t he t rust wort hiness of  his remark; t he t one elicit s
skept icism about  veracit y in t his inst ance.

There is, as well, t his cont ravening fact , which readers in 1889 readily
knew: Jerome's Idle Thoughts of an Idle Fellow (1886), a collect ion of
magazine pieces event ually praised in t he London Times as one of...
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