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Review on Jerome K. Jerome’s “Three Men In A Boat”

“Three Men In A Boat” (To say nothing of the dog!) is a piece of classic literature but, in contrast to many examples of the latter, it is fun to read this one. It was written by Jerome K. Jerome in 1889 and the plot was also set in the Victorian era in England. Actually the similarities even go a bit further: One of the protagonists (J.) is personally Jerome and his companions are his real friends. We have got here therefore an honest first person account of happenings and feelings Jerome had had.

“It is not that I object to the work, mind you; I like work; it fascinates me. I can sit and look at it for hours.” (p144)

The Story of the novel is quick to be told: Three middle-aged men (these are Harris, George and J.) and an aggressive fox-terrier named Montmorency agree that they are overworked and decide to make a two-week boat trip upon the Thames from Kingston to Oxford to cure their imaginary illnesses on fresh air (whether the dog actively participated in the vote isn’t clear). Their - mostly funny - experiences during the journey are mixed up in the following with brief descriptions of the places they visit along the way and general meditations on life and history. In the end – when they are on their way homewards - they decide with sad heart to chuck the trip which has grown uncomfortable because of the permanent rain pouring at them and to come home with the train.

That’s it. Do not expect astonishing plot-twists but do expect to laugh. Because the book consists of a non-linear sequence of small episodes, it makes little sense in summarazing it from the beginning to the end.

“When we looked round again, Harris and the pie were gone! (…) ´´Has he been snatched up to heaven?´´ I queried. ´´They’d hardly have taken the pie, too, ´´ said George.” (p131)

The most remarkable aspect of this virtuously written book is its typical British humour which has obviously passed the time unaffected (the only thing that appears a bit outdated are some of the words; because of this and the fact that the boating terms may irritate you first the book isn’t very easy to read). You will get an assortment of anecdotes, sarcastic comments, witticisms and comic situations which are often initiated by mishaps of the protagonists. But – strange as it sounds – you can identify yourself with them (at least I could). That supports the idea “Three Men In A Boat” is based on veracity. Besides that the book is also a treasure chest full of maxims (sad but true example: you never know when and where a train is going to start from)

In the best moments the book reminds you of a comic like Tom&Jerry. So it does for example on the account of the pineapple tin: the three men have forgotten to fetch the can opener and so they try in vain to draw near to the content using bigger and bigger devices not getting away without injuries.

There are no direct political statements or highly philosophical discussions about the meaning of life but, as usual for Jerome, you can interpret some light and humorous passages as more serious messages. So you can do in chapter 3, for instance, when the three men discuss what they should take as luggage with them and J. let us know that in his eyes you should get rid of all unnecessary lumber when you fancy to go on a boat trip. Is isn’t complete nonsense to extend here the narrator’s opinion on social circumstances at that time, in seeing here a criticism at the society of the Victorian Age. But as Jerome insisted that he had written a book that should only entertain, you may perform your speculations for your own.

“Let your boat of life be light, packed with the only what you need – (…) enough to eat and enough to wear, and a little more than enough to drink; for thirst is a dangerous thing.” (p27)
Also Jerome isn’t always tend to be moral. That makes him stand out from the writers of his day.

“How good one feels when one is full - how satisfied with ourselves and with the world! People who have tried it, tell me that a clear conscience makes you very happy and contented; but a full stomach does the business quite as well, and is cheaper, and more easily obtained.” (p92)

The passages I liked best were probably the scenes with Montmorency. Jerome pretty anthropomorphized the dog so that it is pure fun to read over his fight with the tea kettle or to follow up his behaviour when he meets a big cat, that has the courage not to run away from him.

The solemn passage that I felt stretched a bit in the length was the historical retrospect in the end of chapter 12 initiated by a gaze at the riverside one day after Harris had tried to cook scrambled eggs for breakfast. But Jerome seemed to have known of the possible negative reaction towards this part and justifies it with the remark that is was “specially inserted for the use of schools”. Another good joke on his side.

“Harris said he would have given worlds for mustard, too. It would have been a good thing for anybody who had come up to that spot with a can of mustard then; he would have been set up in worlds for the rest of his life.“ (p115)

Jerome K. Jerome was born in Staffordshire in 1859. He grew up in London and had a wide range of different jobs in his younger years. He worked as a railway clerk, an actor, a private secretary and a purchasing agent, only to name few. With “Three Men in a Boat” he substantiated his success as a journalist and author. 

All in all I can only recommend this book. It is even surely one of those rare books that you can read more than one time without getting bored.

By the way, the complete text can be viewn on the Internet at

http://www.forgottenfutures.com/game/boat/boat.htm
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