NORMAN E. SAUL

A Russian “Yankee Doodle”

Enclosed in a letter, written in September 1815 by William David Lewis
(1792-1881) to the United States minister in Sweden, Jonathan Russell
(1771-1832), is an interesting and unique example of an American’s effort
to compose verse in the Russian language. Though only a ‘curiosity of Russian
literature, “Yankee Doodle” illustrates the degree of facility gained by one
of the first American students of Russian after more than a year of study.
Of additional interest is the pronunciation guide which Lewis furnished
Russell—rare evidence on how Russian was actually spoken in the early
nineteenth century.!

Lewis arrived in Russia in May 1814 at the request of his elder brother,
John Delaware Lewis, who owned an export-import company in St. Peters-
burg, and with the assistance of Henry Clay, who agreed to take him as his
private secretary by the only safe and secure way to cross the Atlantic during
the last months of the War of 1812—on the U.S.S. John Adams, which was
carrying the American commissioners to the peace negotiations at Ghent.
On the journey Lewis became acquainted with another member of the delega-
tion, Jonathan Russell, who had been American chargé d’affaires in London
when the war began and who would proceed to a new diplomatic position in
Sweden.2

Since American shipping was still absent from the Baltic in the summer
of 1814 and business was slow, John Lewis assigned his brother the task of
learning the Russian and German languages for the purpose of facilitating
transactions with local and foreign merchants. William began his study under
Professor Miltendorf at a gymnasium in St. Petersburg, but then in August
he moved to Moscow with the hope of obtaining a more complete immersion
in the language. There he studied under Dr. Philip Strahl, director of the

1. W. D. Lewis to Russell, Sept. 28, 1815, Russell Papers, Special Collections,
John Hay Library, Brown University. I am indebted to the staffs of the John Hay
Library and of the Historical Society of Pennsylvania for their assistance in the use
of the Russell and Lewis-Neilson manuscripts, respectively, Research was supported
by the American Philosophical Society and the General Research Fund of the University
of Kansas.

2. For additional background information on Lewis and Russell see my articles,
“America’s First Student of Russian: William David Lewis of Philadelphia,” Pennsyl-
vania Magazine of History and Biography, 96, no. 4 (October 1972): 469-79, and
“Jonathan Russell, President Adams, and Europe in 1810,” American Neptune, 30, no. 4
(October 1970): 279-94,
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Moscow Practical Commercial Academy. “Under his guidance,” Lewis later
wrote, “I read the works of the best Russian authors whether in prose or
poetry and in time became enamoored [sic] of the language which is full of
beauties and sublimities.”3

With Professor Strahl supervising his work, Lewis began a schedule
of study similar to that of an intensive language course today. He met with
his Russian master for two hours in the morning, until 11:00 A.M., then
spent an hour on exercises. In the afternoon he received instruction in German
from one to three and, after additional homework, had little time left for
other pursuits.* This simultaneous study of both Russian and German was
particularly taxing, and Lewis was discouraged by his slow progress. He wrote
to his brother in St. Petersburg in September, “My translations and exercises
. . . almost entirely occupy my time. The labor of learning two languages at
a time admits of but little relaxation for pleasure, and, altho. I cannot think
they can be perfectly acquired in a year, I shall do my utmost to acquire as
much of them in that time as I can.”®

The first stumbling and hesitant compositions in Russian were devoted
to typical student themes: a description of Novgorod (August 1814), “Bell
and Bell-ringer,” “Dog and Cat,” and a number of essays on Greek gods.®
His translations into English show greater sophistication and are considerably
longer, probably because he was more interested in the subjects. In September
Lewis translated excerpts from Vladimir Izmailov’s travels through southern
Russia (Puteshestvie v poludennuin Rossiiu) and during the winter Vasilii
Golovnin’s account of his experiences in Japan, serialized in Vestnik Evropy.7

William Lewis apparently did not consider publishing these results of
his studies, nor did he evidently complete an outline for a Russian grammar
in English. Only one chapter, on Russian orthography, is in finished form.®
Lewis was charting new ground in composing these grammatical notes, for
the only basic grammars then available were those in German, by J. Vater

3. William David Lewis autobiography (1870), pp. 34-37, box 54, Lewis-Neilson
Papers, Historical Society of Pennsylvania (hereafter L-N, HSP). Strahl, also a young
man at the time, later published several books on Russian history and the Orthodox
Church.

4, W. D. Lewis to J. D. Lewis, Dec. 24, 1814, Letterbook, 1814-15, L-N, HSP.

5. W. D. Lewis to J. D. Lewis, Sept. 21, 1814, ibid.

6. “Russian Notebooks,” box 65, L-N, HSP.

7. Ibid. Golovnin’s travelogue was published separately as Zapiski flota kapitona
Golovning o prekliuchewiiokh ego v plenu u Iaponisev v 1811, 1812 § 1813 godokh in 1816,
and was followed by English, French, and German editions.

8. “Notes on the Russian Language,” Literature Section, L-N, HSP. Lewis had
already studied French and Italian and had published some poetry in the Philadelphia
Repertory. A continuing literary ambition is evident from a large number of manuscript
verses, including several written in Russian (e.g, “In Novgorod City Great” and
“Description of a Petersburg Beauty”), in the Lewis-Neilson Papers,
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(1808) and A. W. Tappe (1810).% There is no evidence that Lewis relied
directly on any published grammar, though his tutor, Strahl, may have used
one. The notes were left unfinished, in rough outline, probably because a
Russian grammar in English was in little demand at that time. They provided,
however, valuable practice and reference material for his own continuing
study of the language.

By November 1814 Lewis was reading the local newspapers and the
literary journal Syn otechestva. In the latter he was pleasantly surprised to
find a flattering view of America written by Pavel Svinin, who had just
returned to Russia from Lewis’s native Philadelphia.’® That Svinin and
Lewis did not meet in Russia was most likely owing to the tendency of
foreign merchants to refrain from mixing in Russian society. In St. Peters-
burg and Moscow, Russian merchants who had business with foreigners
generally spoke German, while the Russian nobility would invariably speak
French. This circumstance was, in fact, a major obstacle to satisfying the
American’s foremost objective—being able to converse fluently in Russian.
His social contacts were mostly limited to a few Englishmen (with whom he
toured the Borodino battlefield) and to the German merchant community in
which he lived. And all of these foreigners, most of whom had resided many
years in Russia, spoke very little if any Russian. Even in the exchange,
where products were bought for export, German was used, and bad German
at that, Lewis noted. 1 '

After six months in Moscow, Lewis began concentrating all of his formal
study upon Russian, recognizing along with his brother that this would be
the most valuable of the two languages. Besides, he had much more oppor-
tunity to pursue German informally among the young ladies of the foreign
community: “It is true many of them are very agreeable and I frequent their
company a good deal, I do it, however, as I would go to school in German,”2
Speaking Russian remained a serious problem, as he admitted to his brother,

9. W. K. Matthews, Russian Historical Grammar (London, 1960), p. 313.

10. W. D. Lewis to J. D. Lewis, Nov. 25, 1814, and to Jonathan Hughes, Dec. 7,
1814, Letterbook, 1814-15, L-N, HSP. Svinin’s articles were published in a separate
volume the next year. See Pavel Svin'in, Opyt zhivopisnago puteshestiia po Severnos
Amerike (St. Petersburg, 1815).

11. W. D. Lewis to J. D. Lewis, Mar. 4, 1815, Letterbook, 1814-15, L-N, HSP.
Lewis recollected in his autobiography: “The difficulty I experienced during all that time
in finding opportunities to speak the native language of the country can hardly be
overstated. With my teacher whom I paid for so doing, my servants, and the shopkeepers
who spoke nothing else, I could get some practice, but among the educated class, my
almost constant and only fit companions, whose language of society with each other
was almost exclusively French, it was only by way of favor that they would converse
with me in their native tongue, the ladies invariably evincing the most consideration
in that respect.” P. 50, box 54, L-N, HSP.

12. W. D. Lewis to J. D. Lewis, Mar. 18, 1815, ibid.
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“I am much at a loss for practical opportunities and . . . consequently my
progress . . . is not as rapid as it would be under circumstances offering me
these opportunities.”18

Through the assistance of Professor Strahl, Lewis attempted to find a
Russian home in which to live, but found that none of the nobility would
take him: “In a priest’s house I could live no doubt, but after having lived so
long at Mr. Z’s [Zencker’s] I should not be willing to go into any other house
in Mosco than that of a respectable man, which is a rare thing among the
priesthood here and besides that could be just as well done at St. Peters-
burg.”'* This problem and the fact that Strahl was preparing to leave for
home caused William Lewis to consider returning to St. Petersburg in March,
But suddenly, and much to the surprise of his friends and brother, and
perhaps on the advice of Strahl, he left for the provincial city of Tver, where
he spent the next five months.}® In contrast with the situation in St. Peters-
burg and Moscow, he found that in Tver “even at the tables of the very first
people Russian is the language which is spoken.”?® Pretending not to know
French and living with Russians, Lewis found that his conversational ability
naturally improved. And in August 1815, after a year away from the capital
and after fifteen months of concentrated language study, he returned to St.
Petersburg to begin work in his brother’s business.

During his travels in Russia Lewis corresponded with friends he had met
on the John Adams. Jonathan Russell showed more inclination than the others
to reciprocate, probably because he was closer and also more isolated from
America at his post in Stockholm. Knowing of Lewis’s study of Russian,
Russell wrote in June 1815 to request that he demonstrate his newly acquired
skill by writing a Russian version of “Yankee Doodle,” then at the peak of
its popularity in the United States.l?

In a reply, penned three days after his return to St. Petersburg, William
D. Lewis recounted his travels, describing Moscow as “a great ugly, mon-
strous, unwieldly [sic], muddy place affording very little comfort,” an im-
pression no doubt influenced by the effects of the French occupation and
fire of 1812, but he added that “by the attention and hospitality of the people
[1] rendered 8 months in quite a passable manner, that is to say in a noisy
laughing one at least. I was for the most part among the Germans there,
who you know are a very vulgar people, yet they seem like such good hearted
fellows when they get their pipes in their mouths and their glass of grog upon
the table,” but “at Tver I was much more among the Russians, . . . a good

13. W. D. Lewis to J. D. Lewis, Mar. 4, 1815, ibid.

14. W. D. Lewis to J. D. Lewis, Mar, 25, 1815, ibid.

15. W. D. Lewis to Russell, Mar. 30, 1815, ibid.

16. W. D. Lewis to J. D. Lewis, Apr. 22, 1815, Letterbook, 1814-15, L-N, HSP.
17. Russell to W. D. Lewis, June 25, 1815, Misc, Letters, L-N, HSP.
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hospitable people and I like them very much.” Lewis concluded, “I will seize
some other opportunity, when I shall have more leisure to court the muses,
to send you the piece you request in Russian verse to the tune of Yankee
Doodle—you shall have it however.”18

True to his word, six weeks later Lewis wrote to Russell:

I do not suppose you had the slightest idea that I would ever attempt to comply
with the jesting request contained in your last favor to write you “some Russian
verses to the tune of Yankee Doodle.” You will therefore not be a little surprised
on opening this letter, to find enclosed in it a great sheet full of strange and bar-
barous characters constituting a parcel of doggrels which may really be sung to
that delightful and life-inspiring Air. Indeed I had previously discovered my poetical
abilities in this tongue, and had once like to have got my head in my hand, for writ-
ing a pasquinade upon a governor; I had even gone so far as to write several love
epistles to young ladies, but rather distrusting my northern muse, I took care always
to address them to those of so “gentle a nature” that I felt no uneasiness about their
‘rejection, the consequence of which was that in every instance my efforts were
crowned with the most complete success.—Joking apart, it is certainly to you sir,
that the world is indebted for a Yankee Doodle in Russ, for I have every reason to
believe that my present attempt is the first song in this language in which Yankee
Doodle comes in for any share. I intended when I begun it, to write something witty
but finding my brain rather muddy, I was compelled to put those words in it which
I could make rhyme together, without paying much attention to the sense, or caring
any thing about what is called point; which is the more excusable, as many of my
poetical brethren make no bones of doing this in their own language. And if this
little poetical license (namely that of paying no attention to the sense) is to be denied
me in Russ, I shall think it rather a hard case I confess. . . . Having dedicated to
your Excellency this portion of my labours, I shall certainly have a right to expect
something of the same kind from you in that tender and expressive language, the
Scandinavian, in which I have no doubt you are now quite a proficient. Will not our
country owe us much for spreading the glory of her exploits through these northern
regions, and even giving ourselves the trouble of putting them into northern rhymes?
If Mr. [President] Madison makes me no remuneration for the sleepless nights
this Russian Yankee Doodle has occasioned me, all I have to say is that “he may
kill the next Hotspur himself.”—So as to make it more intelligible to you I have
put a stroke thus ____ under every syllable separately, and the accent over each
word in its proper place, and altho’ our characters are quite incompetent to render
completely the Russian sounds, yet they come sufficiently near to give you some
idea of them. Yankee Doodle finally dispatched, let us talk of other matters. . . 1?

Russell was impressed by Lewis’s labors and saved the original for
posterity (Lewis apparently did not keep a copy):

It certainly furnishes conclusive evidence that you have turned your time to
good account and have made a very respectable progress in the Russian language.
I have been too great a truant in the acquisition of the Scandinavian to be able,
at this moment, to meet your demand for a remittance of a poetical essay in that
tender and expansive language. My muse is, however, hard at work in studying the

18. W. D. Lewis to Russell, Aug. 17, 1815, Russell Papers, Brown University.
19. W. D. Lewis to Russell, Sept. 28, 1815, ibid.
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black letters and I will belt her with runic stones if she does not accord me the
necessary inspiration.

I have good hope that we shall not only make these barbarous languages of
the north teem with sentiments hitherto entirely unknown to them, but that before
many years we should be able to compel or to persuade the Tartars, the Goths and
Vandals, and the rest of the benighted world to join heartily in a patriotic reel to
the tune of Yankee Doodle.20

Unfortunately, one can only speculate about whether Lewis’s chauvinistic
description of the underdog Yankees beating off the British lions in the War
of 1812 actually circulated in Russia. It is conceivable that Lewis would
entertain Russian friends by reciting his Yankee Doodle.

But did Lewis ever use his Russian, probably the best knowledge acquired
by any American up to that time? His ability to negotiate directly with local
Russian merchants in their own language (a few business letters survive) may
have been one reason for the rapid rise of John D. Lewis and Company to
one of the three largest import-export firms in St. Petersburg, a position it
held into the 1830s. William Lewis possessed greater ability for gathering
information about the Russian market than other Americans, a fact well
advertised to foreign clients. He left St. Petersburg in 1818, however, largely
because of a business disagreement that resulted in a public insult to the
American consul general, Levitt Harris.?! A night in a St. Petersburg jail
and the notoriety connected with the incident made his continued presence
in Russia a liability for the company.

Back in Philadelphia, William Lewis operated his own shipping business,
acted as American agent for his brother, later became a prominent banker
and railroad director, and with the patronage of Henry Clay was appointed
collector of the Port of Philadelphia in 1849. A prominent citizen of the city,
Lewis also served as president of the Philadelphia Academy of Arts. During
his long life (he died in 1881), Lewis continued to read Russian literature
in the original and published translations of Russian romantic verses anony-
mously in local journals. In 1849 these were collected into a separate, privately
printed volume along with his most significant translations of Pushkin’s
“Fountain of Bakhchisarai” and Derzhavin’s “Ode to God.”?2 Lewis deserves
credit for being the first American to translate these particular works into
English, and his translation of Pushkin has been rated among those “which
seem to have some special distinction.”*?

20. Russell to W. D. Lewis, Oct. 26, 1815, Misc. Letters, L-N, HSP.

21. W. D. Lewis to Russell, Sept. 13, 1817, Russell Papers, Brown University.

22. The Bakchesarian Fountain, by Alexander Pooshkeen, and Other Poems, by
Various Authors, Translated from the Original Russian by William D. Lewis (Phila-
delphia, 1849).

23. Samuel H. Cross and Ernest J. Simmons, Alexander Pushkin, 1799-1837: His
Life and Literary Heritage (with an English Bibliography) (New York: American
Russian Institute, 1937), p. 76.
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Alongside the Russian script Lewis transcribed the Russian into English
equivalents, so that Russell, who obviously did not know any Russian, could
sing along to the tune of “Yankee Doodle.” The result is one of the earliest
transliterations of modern Russian. Considering its novelty at the time, Lewis
accomplished an excellent phonetic rendering and demonstrated an ear for
the Russian sounds. The transliteration also reflects Lewis’s study pattern,
learning grammar and composition first and then conversational Russian in
Tver, where the Russian spoken, as he noted in a separate letter, was the
same as that of Moscow.2*

Though Lewis devised his own system, he did not always follow it con-
sistently, and, while explaining some of the peculiarities of Russian in brief
notes, he did not attempt to distinguish the b for his friend Russell. Without
elaboration, however, he did note the difference between long and short
vowels (H, for example, as y and owut, respectively). French (5 for &) and
German (shtch for m, ss for ¢, and s for 8) can be detected. A few colloqui-
alisms can also be found (ko*chde for Korga). But Lewis did not hesitate
to abandon the system in favor of a more direct and understandable English
equivalent (Jalt as Dye, for example).2®

24, Matthews, Russian Historical Grammar, p. 175; W. D. Lewis to J. D. Lewis,
Apr. 25, 1815, Letterbook, 1814-15, L-N, HSP,

25. I wish to thank Professor Sam Anderson of the University of Kansas for
assistance in analyzing Lewis’s transliteration,

ABKH JYIEID YANKEE DOODLE

Ects Tagoit cuBmuoit Hapogs Yest takés smaishnds nardde

I'nd macriens Bch HcmoanEn Gdias shishdstiem vsai eesspdiny,
Kaks xouerca BCAROH XRHBETDH Kack *chdchetsa vsiahkéi jeeviote,

H6o omr Bch BOABHHL Ebo onny vsiai véliny.
[Chorus}] [Chorus)
Aukr gyneas Bch kpEIATH Yankee Doodle vsiai kreechdtt

Axp! rozocs Kak® Opexpacuuii! Ach*! géloss kack praskrdssnos
Momno no sToMy nabcars Méjino po ditomoo pliassiti,

Has Bare b 60 yxRaCHHI ! Eel éedty v’bos oojdssnos.

Notes by Lewis to the English transliteration: “All the chs marked with a * should be
pronounced guttural as in the German Ach! The letters iai should be pronounced as
tho’ constituting but one syllable; the truth is it is impossible in our characters to ren-
der the Russian letters e and 4. I have therefore in some instances written them with
ai merely, which I mean to be pronounced as in sail brail etc. For the Russian m I have
put a y. It is the nearest that any of our characters come to it & should everywhere
in this song be pronounced as in ci#y.” [Note: Accents mentioned by Lewis in his letter
to Russell have been included in this reproduction, but the underlining has not.]
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Cayunzoch TOABKO Xpyroi AeHs
Tams maproi cmopdp MOAHANCH,
B myus orp TEX® UyREXD ImAEMOHD
IToBcroay pasgaBarcd.
Sugr §
A sHaw TOYHO OTH vero
Tams mHOro aB0BB penbam,
Toro mapoaa nbaaro
H porzorars xorbzm.
fAnkm . ..
O! Bome! omn Gmam Bch
Besska m npecTpamHh,
Bexaxm 81 Ghmencrsd mesgh
Tposuxa Bce ymacHO.
Sagm . . .
Ax! 6Bpam Jskmss aymans A
Teneps poxs npEGIHEaETH
B3 porw Thxp apBOBT Bama cyxe0a
YoacTh BaCh NPEAYRIAOTS.
fAngm . . .
Ho orm me Goarmesr Thxs,
XoTh MHOTO HXH HE M&IO,
A cofmpaa ckopo Bchxm,
Ha BAXD OHH ynaid.
Agn . . .
Torga, 0 uygo! ropsanit xess
Bixaaa orp HEXD CROpO,

Kakbs nuizaxs Bp HeMbd npucroplumiirabss

Oropasraca Ha mMope!
Hugw . . .

Kars OpoYs OHBP NABID OHD BCEe KPHIAAD,

Temeps TIyBCTBYH HHBO,

He xopomo A cxhzaas sce
Cuoacabo! axs, cnacm6o!

Ho fAmrmss mpempe Bearod sy6n
Exy yme 016m1m,

Tags wro otnymerd Gbramiirayus

JRars! xpmens 6uan Bcet cmiw.

Asgm . . .
Crago mocabymoe ero
Jemuts 8o Blpuok ceasy,
CroorofiHo TaMB H XOpOIIO
Bo MECHCHDCROH rpasw.
Amgm . . .
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Sloochéeloss tolko drodgoi dain
Tam jérkos spore podnidlsa,
E shoom ot tiagich* choojéech* pleméin
Po vséodoo razdavdlisa.
Yankee . . .
Ya sndyou totchno ot chevd,
Tam mndgo lvoff raivéily,
Tavo nardda tséilavo
E poglotéet *chotéily.
Yankee . . .
O! Béjel onny bosislly vsias
Velécky e praistrishny,
Baijélly v'bdishenstvas vezdias,
Groszéely vsio oojdssno.
Yankee . . .
Ach*! Biaidny yankees déomal Ya
Tepdir roke prebleejéhyet
V’votie tiaich* lvoff vashd soodbéh
Oopébsst vass prenoojdéhyet.
Yankee . . .
No onny nas boydhleess tiaich*
*Chote mndgo eech* nai mdhlo,
Ah sobeerdya skdro vsiaich*,
Na neech* onny oopéhly.
Yankee . . .
To*chdé o! chobda gordy lisiff
Baijéhya ot neech* skoro,
Kack podilall v'nidme prescérbnoigniaiff
Otpréveelsa na morai.
Yankee . . .
Kack prétche on plouil, on vsid kreechdl,
Tepair choovstvobyoo jeévo,
Nai *charasho ya sdiaslal vsié,
Spaseébo ach*, spaseébo.
Yankee . . .
No yénkees préjdy vsékos zo0p,
Yemod odje otbeély,
Tack shto otpoéshishen biaidnaigloop
Jalle! Leéshen bouil vsiai seély.
Yankee . . .
Stéhdo posslaidnoyai yaivé
Laijeét vo vaimoi svidsy,
Spokoino tam e *charasho
Vo Mississippskos griéhsy.
Yankee . . .
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Kasaxoce 9o Mapcs cams npmmens Kazdhloss shto Mars sam preeshéle
Ha moMoms kb SIHRESH HTHMS, Na pémoshtsh k' yankees biteem,
BHICOKO DADHTH HXG 0D6XS, Vouiséko péreet eech* oridle,
Topasce cBomMs yembxoms. Gordidss svoyeém oospds*chom.
Anga . . . Yankee . . .
Jait Bors 4T0 KB HAMB OHATH KOTfa Dye Bége shto E'nédmm opidtt ko*chdé
Omm 6u npubIREAIH, Onny boui preebleejdlly,
Uro Gmr Ta camag cyxs6a Shto boui tak sdhmaya soodbdh
Hxp Behxs TaM® omEzaIm. Eech* vigich tam ojeeddlly.
31:13: S Yankee . . .
CankTueTep6yprs
Cerrabps 25, 1815 Socheendiniyai deékavo chelovdika
Couunenie duxaio ver0snxa uss Ancy. eéz ldisoo.

Translation (literal) by Lewis:

1, There is such a ridiculous nation in the world where every one is happy,
each lives as he takes it into his head, for they are all free. Chorus. Yankee Doodle
they all cry out, Oh! what a beautiful tune, it will do to dance by or advance by
to the terrible battle.

2. It happened but the other day that a violent quarrel arose there & the noise
from this strange race resounded everywhere,

3. I know very well the cause of it, many lions were roaring among them &
wished to devour this entire people,

4. O God! How big were they! How terrible! They ranged about in their
fury, & threatened all with ruin.

5. Ah! poor yankees thought I, your destinies are now fulfilling, fate obliges
you to fall into these lions’ mouths.

6. But altho’ there were so many, they did not fear, but collecting all their
forces fell upon them violently.

7. Then O! wonder! the proud lions running from them rapidly, whilst dis-
tressful anger burnt in his bosom, put off to sea!l

8. As he swam away he cried out lustily, alas! I now feel sensibly that I have
done wrong, spare me, oh! spare me.

9. But the yankees had first knocked out each of his teeth, so that the liberated
poor fool, what a pity | was deprived of all his strength,

10. His last troop lies now in faithful fellowship quietly & well accommodated
in the mud of the Mississippi.

11. It seems as tho’ Mars himself had come to the help of these yankees, high
soars their eagle proud of his successes.

12, God grant that, if they should again approach us, the same fate may await
them there.

The production of the wild man out of the woods.
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