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ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

Jerome Klapka Jerome (2 May 1859 – 14 June 1927) was born in 
Caldmore, Walsall, England to an ironmonger, Jerome Klapp, 
and his wife, Marguerite Jones. Jerome junior had two sisters, 
Paulina and Blandina and a brother Milton who died at an early 
age. When Jerome was just thirteen, his father died and when 
he was fifteen or sixteen his mother also died. He was forced 
to leave school and work for a living. He began by working 
for the railway and collected coal that fell along the tracks. For 
four years he held this job. In 1877, he decided to become an 
actor and joined a group of actors who travelled from place to 
place on a shoe-string budget. After three years on the move, he 
decided that he was not getting anywhere and left the stage to 
become a journalist, again without much success. Subsequently 
he also became a packer and a solicitor’s clerk. Finally in 1885, 
he published On the Stage – and Off, a comic memoir of his 
experiences with the acting troupe. The memoir enjoyed great 
popularity, as did his next  publication, Idle Thoughts of an Idle 
Fellow. 

In 1888, Jerome married Georgina, who had just divorced her 
husband and had a five-year-old daughter. The couple went to 
honeymoon in a small boat on the Thames, and fortunately for 
Jerome, the journey became the inspiration for his most famous 
book, Three Men in a Boat. The instant and tremendous success 
of the book helped him to thenceforth devote all his time to 
writing. Jerome wrote a number of plays, essays and novels but 
none of them brought as much success as Three Men in a Boat. 
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At one time, Jerome became the editor of a magazine, The Idler, 
but he had to leave the job because of a libel suit and financial 
difficulties. Jerome loved travelling and went to America, Russia 
and Germany, often on lecture tours.

When World War 1 broke out, Jerome was fifty-six years old 
and could not therefore serve on active duty in the British Army. 
He nevertheless volunteered to become an ambulance driver 
for the French army. The experience affected him profoundly.

In 1926 Jerome published his autobiography, My Life and 
Times. In his later writing, Jerome comes across as a sombre 
and religious man. His last years were spent in a farmhouse 
in Ewelme, near Wallingford. In 1927, the writer died of a  
paralytic stroke when he was driving from Devon to London. 
Jerome K Jerome lived a difficult life, with several ups and downs. 
The book, Three Men in a Boat, earned him immortality and 
fame as every new generation read, enjoyed and appropriated 
the book for themselves. A museum dedicated to his life and 
works now exists at his birth home in Walsall.
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INTRODUCTION

In 1888 Jerome K Jerome went for his honeymoon on a boat 
ride down the Thames. The journey inspired him to write his 
most popular book, Three Men in a Boat which was published in 
1889. In the book, he travels with two friends and a dog instead 
of his wife. The friends were his real-life friends, George Wingrave 
and Carl Hentschel, Harris in the novel. The journey described 
in the book begins from Kingston upon Thames to Oxford and 
it was undertaken in a camping skiff, a boat in which a canvas 
cover can be erected so that the boat becomes as protected as 
a camp. It was a double-sculling skiff, a boat which could be 
rowed by two oarsmen simultaneously. These skiffs had become 
popular in Jerome’s time as more and more people had begun 
to discover the pleasures of boating on the Thames. 

Jerome’s original aim in writing the book was to write a sort 
of  travelogue, a story of the Thames, with detailed information 
and historical accounts of the places en route. But once he 
began writing, the humourous aspects of the journey took over 
and the book became, more than anything else, an extremely 
funny account of three men and a dog travelling up the river 
Thames. He later said that he thought that he would put in 
some humourous relief but the humourous relief seemed to 
take over the book.  

Three Men in a Boat was an instant best-seller. It was repeatedly 
reprinted and its publisher, J W Arrowsmith confessed that he 
was surprised that so many copies were bought. “I often think,” 
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he said, “that the public must eat them.” Twenty years after it 
first appeared in hardback, the book had sold more than 200,000 
copies in Britain and more than a million in USA. Till date it has 
been published in almost every language in the world including 
Japanese, Hebrew and Afrikaans. It continues to be in demand 
more than a hundred and twenty years after it was first published.

What is the reason for the book’s immense popularity? At 
the time that Jerome wrote the book no one thought of writing 
in such a colloquial and irreverent style. The writers who were 
popular at that time included Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, Robert 
Louis Stevenson, Rudyard Kipling and Henry Rider Haggard.

And then came Jerome, with no interest in improving the 
reader’s mind, intent merely on sharing the excitement and fun 
of a boating holiday. The general public welcomed this kind of 
writing with great enthusiasm, disregarding the serious scholars 
who criticized the book’s flippancy and lack of noble thoughts. 
The tone of exuberant, spirited fun must have been like a breath 
of fresh air in the staid Victorian world. Queen Victoria was 
on the throne and England prided itself on its commercial and 
political progress. The emphasis in the nation was on hard work 
and earnest endeavour. In contrast the three young men in the 
novel travel only in order to have some fun. Thus, both the 
content and the style of the book have natural appeal. 

Interestingly, the humour of the book has stood the test 
of time and continues to amuse even today. It is no mean 
achievement when one considers the short shelf-life of humour. 
Surely, this speaks of the book’s timeless qualities. The humour in  
Three Men in a Boat is based on a fine insight into human nature, 
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showing up pretences and laughing at attempts of individuals to 
seem more refined or knowledgeable or honest than they are. 

The book has been adapted into almost every conceivable 
medium. It has been filmed a number of times, it has been 
televised, made into a musical, read on radio and recorded on 
audio-tapes. 
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PREFACE

The chief beauty of this book lies not so much in its literary style, 
or in the extent and usefulness of the information it conveys, 
as in its simple truthfulness. Its pages form the record of events 
that really happened. All that has been done is to colour them; 
and, for this, no extra charge has been made. George and Harris 
and Montmorency are not poetic ideals, but things of flesh and 
blood – especially George, who weighs about twelve stone. Other 
works may excel this in depth of thought and knowledge of 
human nature: other books may rival it in originality and size; 
but, for hopeless and incurable veracity, nothing yet discovered 
can surpass it. This, more than all its other charms,will, it is felt, 
make the volume precious in the eye of the earnest reader; and 
will lend additional weight to the lesson that the story teaches.

Jerome K Jerome
London, August 1889
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CHAPTER – 1

Three invalids—Sufferings of George and Harris—A victim to one 
hundred and seven fatal maladies—Useful prescriptions—Cure 
for liver complaint in children—We agree that we are overworked, 
and need rest—A week on the rolling deep?—George suggests the 
River—Montmorency lodges an objection—Original motion carried 
by majority of three to one.

There were four of us—George, and William Samuel Harris, and 
myself, and Montmorency. We were sitting in my room, smoking, 
and talking about how bad we were—bad from a medical point 
of view I mean, of course.

We were all feeling seedy1, and we were getting quite nervous 
about it. Harris said he felt such extraordinary fits of giddiness 
come over him at times, that he hardly knew what he was doing; 
and then George said that he had fits of giddiness too, and hardly 
knew what he was doing. With me, it was my liver that was out 
of order. I knew it was my liver that was out of order, because  
I had just been reading a patent liver-pill circular2, in which were 
detailed the various symptoms by which a man could tell when 
his liver was out of order. I had them all.

It is a most extraordinary thing, but I never read a patent 
medicine advertisement without being impelled to the conclusion 
that I am suffering from the particular disease therein dealt with 
in its most virulent3 form. The diagnosis seems in every case to 
correspond exactly with all the sensations that I have ever felt.

I remember going to the British Museum4 one day to read up 
the treatment for some slight ailment of which I had a touch—
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hay fever, I fancy it was. I got down the book, and read all  
I came to read; and then, in an unthinking moment, I idly turned 
the leaves, and began to indolently study diseases, generally.  
I forget which was the first distemper5 I plunged into—some 
fearful, devastating scourge6, I know—and, before I had glanced 
half down the list of “premonitory symptoms,” it was borne in 
upon me that I had fairly got it.

I sat for awhile, frozen with horror; and then, in the listlessness 
of despair, I again turned over the pages. I came to typhoid 
fever—read the symptoms—discovered that I had typhoid fever, 
must have had it for months without knowing it—wondered 
what else I had got; turned up St. Vitus’s Dance—found, as  
I expected, that I had that too,—began to get interested in my 
case, and determined to sift it to the bottom, and so started 
alphabetically—read up ague, and learnt that I was sickening for 
it, and that the acute stage would commence in about another 
fortnight. Bright’s disease, I was relieved to find, I had only in a 
modified form, and, so far as that was concerned, I might live for 
years. Cholera I had, with severe complications; and diphtheria 
I seemed to have been born with. I plodded conscientiously 
through the twenty-six letters, and the only malady I could 
conclude I had not got was housemaid’s knee7.

I felt rather hurt about this at first; it seemed somehow to 
be a sort of slight. Why hadn’t I got housemaid’s knee? Why 
this invidious8 reservation? After a while, however, less grasping 
feelings prevailed. I reflected that I had every other known malady 
in the pharmacology, and I grew less selfish, and determined to 
do without housemaid’s knee. Gout, in its most malignant stage, 
it would appear, had seized me without my being aware of it; 
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