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Book Review by Christopher Flannery

The Walls of Time
The Oceans and the Stars: A Sea Story, A War Story, A Love Story, by Mark Helprin.

The Overlook Press, 512 pages, $30

On the deck of a captured cruise 
ship, in front of almost 200 other 
hostages, the Muslim terrorists 

took the ten-month-old child from its young 
French mother’s arms, disemboweled the in-
fant with a curved knife, and threw the dead 
body overboard. They then ceremoniously 
decapitated the kneeling mother and threw 
her overboard in two parts. This was just the 
beginning of the slaughter, torture, ritual rap-
ings, and casual executions.

These events are not recorded in newspa-
pers and newscasts of the past few months 
but in Mark Helprin’s latest novel, The Oceans 
and the Stars, which came out officially just 
four days before the horrors of last October 7. 

On its title page it is given the subtitle The 
Seven Battles and Mutiny of Athena, Patrol 
Coastal Ship 15, but on its cover The Oceans 
and the Stars is said to be A Sea Story, A War 
Story, A Love Story. Helprin is a seasoned 
master of all three. The book is dedicated to 
the United States Navy and does great honor 
to the Navy, to Navy traditions, and to the 
traditions of the country the Navy serves. The 
epigraph, from Psalm 107, sets the high epic 
tone that is characteristic of Helprin’s fiction: 

“They that go down to the sea in ships, and occupy 
their business in great waters; These men see the 
works of the Lord, and his wonders in the deep.”

At “0700 on 21 January,” a court martial 
is convened at Naval Station Norfolk, the 
largest naval complex in the world, located 
in the southeastern corner of the Com-
monwealth of Virginia, in the area known 
by locals as Hampton Roads. This is where, 
when, and how the story begins. The defen-
dant is Stephen Rensselaer, Captain, United 
States Navy, who is charged with two capital 
crimes among others and, despite his recent 
life-threatening wounds and surgeries, sits 
straight and strong facing his capital verdict 
with more equanimity than the assembled 
admirals who would hand it down. A presi-

dential inauguration had taken place the day 
before, and as the story unfolds we can infer, 
though it is never stated, that this is January 
2021. We don’t know why this court mar-
tial is taking place, what the specific charges 
are, who exactly Captain Stephen Rensselaer 
is, how he got his wounds, who was elected 
president, or why that matters. 

We learn—in the next few hun-
dred pages, in the elevating tempo of 
Helprin’s prose, a tempo ennobling 

mortal men and all their strivings with the 
sacred radiance of eternity—Stephen Rens-
selaer is captain of the Athena, Patrol Coastal 
Ship 15, which was just recently “fitted out in 
the Bollinger Algiers yards across from down-
town New Orleans.” She is smaller than a frig-
ate, bigger than a standard Patrol Coastal (PC), 
unprecedentedly fast, and very heavily armed. 
She is one of a kind and, like her namesake, 

“the first and last of her class.” She, her captain, 
and her crew of a few officers and a couple of 
dozen men are the heroes of the book. 

On a May afternoon, Rensselaer called the 
woman he loved at her law office and asked 
her to meet him at the familiar bench on a 
quiet street near downtown New Orleans 
where they often met for lunch. She went by 
the name Katy, but her given name was Penel-
ope, and like Homer’s Penelope, she had many 
suitors. “Can it wait until evening?” “It can’t.” 
When she joined him at the bench, he told her 
that she would soon see on the news that Ira-
nian shore-based anti-ship missiles had sunk 
a tanker and two American PCs in the Strait 
of Hormuz. Swarms of Iranian speedboats 
machine-gunned the more than 50 survivors 
in the water. American aircraft from the Al-
Udeid base in Qatar and from the aircraft 
carrier Vinson attacked Iranian coastal bases. 
The entire fifth fleet was in the Persian Gulf. 
Ships were “pouring out of Hampton Roads, 
San Diego, Hawaii, Japan, and Guam,” head-

ing for the Arabian Sea. He had gotten the 
call at the yard and must leave. Now. He asks 
her to marry him. She says yes. And he is 
off to war, across the sea—to seven battles, a 
mutiny, great heroism, severe wounds…and a 
court martial. 

In the world of helprin’s novels, as 
in our world, there will be war, those who 
are its victims, those made for waging it, 

and loved ones who must be left behind, may-
be never to be seen again. And the two great-
est realities in this world are good and evil. As 
Captain Rensselaer tells his men before one of 
their final battles, “Whether in the next hours 
you live or die, know this: even if known but 
to God, to do what is right will be permanent-
ly engraved on the walls of time.” 

In the past few years, Helprin’s readers 
have seen every branch of the American mili-
tary replace its mission of defending Ameri-
ca with the mission of enacting racist quotas 
and forcing transsexuality upon the world. 
At the same time, we have seen America itself 
replace its glorious dedication to the Ameri-
can proposition with imperial promotion of 
racist quotas and transsexual abominations. 
The thoughts unavoidably arise: Do Helprin 
and his hero honor the Navy and America 
more than they deserve? Can such a degrad-
ed institution and such a degraded country 
be worthy of the last measure of devotion? 
Rensselaer faced this grave dilemma stand-
ing on the bridge of his very first command 
and wondering whether what he was doing 
was right. An answer came to him literally 
in a flash. As he told Katy: “We have become 
a civilization that elevates idiots, prostitutes, 
and clowns. Am I still to defend it? Yes, for 
its principles. Yes, for what it was. Yes, for 
what it still may be.”

Christopher Flannery is a contributing editor of 
the Claremont Review of Books.
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“�e Claremont Review of Books is 
an outstanding literary publication 

written by leading scholars and 
critics.  It covers a wide range of 
topics in trenchant and decisive 

language, combining learning with 
wit, elegance, and judgment.”

—Paul Johnson

“The Claremont Review of Books 
is one of the very few existing 

publications actually worth hand 
distributing via mimeograph in the 

politically correct police state its 
enemies would like to see.”

—Peter Thiel

“Under the editorship of Charles Kesler, 
the Claremont Review of Books has become 
the best written quarterly in America and 

absolutely required reading for anyone who 
cares about erudition, intellect and letters. It 
is at the forefront of the re-opening of the 

American mind.”

—Andrew Roberts

“The Claremont Review of Books 
is serious, lively, always sound 

yet delightfully unpredictable, a 
model of intellectual journalism 
as a source of education and of 

pleasure.”

—Joseph Epstein

Subscribe to the CRB today and save 25%
off the newstand price. A one-year 

subscription is only $19.95.

To begin receiving America’s premier 
conservative book review, visit 
claremontreviewofbooks.com 

or call (909) 981 2200.

“The Claremont Review of Books is 
full of splendid essays and reviews—
well written, based on deep scholarly 
knowledge, raising issues of lasting 
importance. I read it cover to cover, 

which takes some time, because there’s 
a lot of thought-provoking content.”

—Michael Barone
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