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Enrichment: Robinson Crusoe

In the beginning chapters of 7%e Sign of the
Beaver, Matt s fascinated by one of the two
books his family owns. That book is Robinson
Crusoe, which was written almost three hundred
years ago by Daniel Defoe.

Robinson Crusoe is an English sailor who
escapes from a sinking ship and goes ashore on
a deserted island in the Caribbean Sea. As the
only survivor and with no rescue in sight,
Crusoe must live for more than 20 years on his
own, using the few tools he's managed to
retrieve from the ship and supplementing them
with things he finds on the island. Crusoe lears
new skils in order to exist in isolation, but he's
often frightened by strange sounds he hears and
by ominous things he sees, such as a huge
footprint in the sand. As time goes by, Crusoe
wonders whether he will ever be rescued. When
Crusoe finally accepts the fact that he may be
alone forever, he sees a grizzly sight taking place
on the beach: a black man from another island
has been brought ashore, the captive of a group
of cannibals who are about to kil him. Crusoe
rescues the captive. In gratitude the man—whom
Crusoe names Friday because the two meet on

| that day—pledges loyalty forever to Crusoe.
Crusoe proceeds to teach Friday the values of
white people.

The roles are reversed in The Sign of the
Beaver. It's Matt—a white boy alone in the
wilderness—who needs help and is rescued by
people native to the area. In fact, Matt becomes
aware of how his own predicament is a mirror
image of Crusoe’s, especially as he learns the
ways of the Penobscots.

The Story Behind Robinson Crusoe

As you leamed on page 9, Elizabeth George
Speare based The Sign of the Beaver on a true
story she discovered. Daniel Defoe lso based
Robinson Crusoe on the life of a real person
named Alexander Selkirk.

Selkirk was bom in Scotland in 1676. When
he was 18 years old, he left his father's
shoemaking business and ran away to sea. In
1704, after working on vaious ships, Selkirk
ined a privateering expedition in the South
Pacific Ocean. Spanish ships were the
expedition's prey. (A privateer is a privately
owned, armed ship that is commissioned by the
| government to attack and capture enemy ships.)
After a quarrel with the ship's captain, Selkirk
asked to be put ashore on the uninhabited island
of Juan Fernandez, four hundred miles west of
Valparaiso, Chile. He remained there for almost
five years until he was discovered by Woodes
Rogers, captain of the sailing ship the Duke. In
1712, Rogers summarized what Selkirk had
related about his long solitude in a book called A
Voyage Around the World. Selkirk also told his
story to Richard Steele, who wrote about it in
1713, Daniel Defoe read these reports and used
them as the basis for his book, the full tile of
which was 7he Life and Strange Surprising
Adventures of Robinson Crusoe. The book is still
a great favorite, just as it was in Matt's time.
Like Defoe and Elizabeth George Speare, have
‘you read about or heard a real-life story that
intrigued you? Tty your hand at creating an
original fictional story based on that account.
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