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PrefacePrefacePrefacePrefacePreface

Speculative fiction goes back centuries, probably as far back as writing

itself.  Paranormal and supernatural elements are commonplace.  Beings from

other planets and denizens of other dimensions are encountered time and time

again.  But what about the natural world which may yet remain hidden to our

eyes?  Cryptozoology is the search and study of “hidden” animals, those

which shelter in rumors, not yet labeled and catalogued on some museum

shelf.  There are literally hundreds of reported cryptids; some are well-known,

while others may be reported once and then forgotten.  For some strange

reason, cryptids have not been common in fiction until fairly recently.  Even

today, these fictional characters often turn out to be genetic freaks (usually at

the hand of man) or saddled with paranormal characteristics.  True cryptids,

strictly animal, are rare.

This anthology is a small start to collecting classic cryptofiction.  The stories

chosen show a variety of mystery animals—sea serpents, creatures from the

past, and species we have never seen before.  I have not included stories which

incorporate supernatural characteristics (beyond Benét’s anthropomorphic sea

serpent).  I should note that while the giant squid is not a cryptid per se, its
strong connection to kraken mythology and the mysteries which continue to

shroud it are elements which make it a perfect companion to the “true” cryptids.

The stories themselves are not only about the mystery beasts, however; they

are just as much about man’s reaction to them.  Kipling contrasts an overeager

American reporter with his European companions.  Wells strands a crassly

racist orchid collector with a bird from the past.  London paints a portrait of

bloody revenge against the last of a species.  Fear, wonder, excitement,

sympathy, humor—all these, and more, are explored.

The unknown has always excited our imaginations.  Cryptozoology is perhaps

most tantalizing because we ourselves are more likely to confront a new

species, or rediscover an old one, than travel to distant galaxies.  But it may be

wise to consider what could happen at that encounter.  Cryptofiction gives us a

glimpse, for better or worse, of what just might take place.

Thanks goes to Craig Heinselman, a cryptofiction enthusiast himself,  for

making story suggestions.

Chad Arment
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A Matter of Fact.A Matter of Fact.A Matter of Fact.A Matter of Fact.A Matter of Fact.

Rudyard KiplingRudyard KiplingRudyard KiplingRudyard KiplingRudyard Kipling

And if ye doubt the tale I tell,

Steer through the South Pacific swell;

Go where the branching coral hives

Unending strife of endless lives,

Where, leagued about the ‘wildered boat,

The rainbow jellies fill and float;

And, lilting where the laver lingers,

The starfish trips on all her fingers;

Where, ‘neath his myriad spines ashock,

The sea-egg ripples down the rock;

An orange wonder dimly guessed,

From darkness where the cuttles rest,

Moored o’er the darker deeps that hide

The blind white Sea-snake and his bride;

Who, drowsing, nose the long-lost ships

Let down through darkness to their lips.

—The Palms.

Once a priest always a priest; once a Mason always a Mason; but once a

journalist always and for ever a journalist.

There were three of us, all newspaper men, the only passengers on a little

tramp-steamer that ran where her owners told her to go.  She had once been in

the Bilbao iron ore business, had been lent to the Spanish Government for

service at Manilla; and was ending her days in the Cape Town coolie-trade,

with occasional trips to Madagascar and even as far as England.  We found her

going to Southampton in ballast, and shipped in her because the fares were

nominal.  There was Keller, of an American paper, on his way back to the

States from palace executions in Madagascar; there was a burly half Dutchman,

called Zuyland, who owned and edited a paper up country near Johannesberg;

and there was myself, who had solemnly put away all journalism, vowing to

forget that I had ever known the difference between an imprint and a stereo

advertisement.



Three minutes after Keller spoke to me, as the Rathmines cleared Cape
Town, I had forgotten the aloofness I desired to feign, and was in heated

discussion on the immorality of expanding telegrams beyond a certain fixed

point.  Then Zuyland came out of his state-room, and we were all at home

instantly, because we were men of the same profession needing no introduction.

We annexed the boat formally, broke open the passengers’ bath-room door—

on the Manilla lines the Dons do not wash—cleaned out the orange-peel and

cigar-ends at the bottom of the bath, hired a Lascar to shave us throughout the

voyage, and then asked each other’s names.

Three ordinary men would have quarrelled through sheer boredom before

they reached Southampton.  We, by virtue of our craft, were anything but

ordinary men.  A large percentage of the tales of the world, the thirty-nine that

cannot be told to ladies and the one that can, are common property coming of

a common stock.  We told them all, as a matter of form, with all their local and

specific variants which are surprising.  Then came, in the intervals of steady

card-play, more personal histories of adventure and things seen and reported;

panics among white folk, when the blind terror ran from man to man on the

Brooklyn Bridge, and the people crushed each other to death they knew not

why; fires, and faces that opened and shut their mouths horribly at red-hot

window-frames; wrecks in frost and snow, reported from the sleet-sheathed

rescue tug at the risk of frost-bite; long rides after diamond thieves; skirmishes

on the veldt and in municipal committees with the Boers; glimpses of lazy,

tangled Cape politics and the mule-rule in the Transvaal; card-tales, horse-tales,

woman-tales by the score and the half hundred; till the first mate, who had

seen more than us all put together, but lacked words to clothe his tales with,

sat open-mouthed far into the dawn.

When the tales were done we picked up cards till a curious hand or a chance

remark made one or other of us say, ‘That reminds me of a man who— or a

business which—’ and the anecdotes would continue while the Rathmines
kicked her way northward through the warm water.

In the morning of one specially warm night we three were sitting immediately

in front of the wheel-house where an old Swedish boatswain whom we called

‘Frithiof the Dane’ was at the wheel pretending that he could not hear our

stories.  Once or twice Frithiof spun the spokes curiously, and Keller lifted his

head from a long chair to ask, ‘What is it? Can’t you get any pull on her?’

‘There is a feel in the water,’ said Frithiof, ‘that I cannot understand.  I think



that we run downhills or somethings.  She steers bad this morning.’

Nobody seems to know the laws that govern the pulse of the big waters.

Sometimes even a landsman can tell that the solid ocean is a-tilt, and that the

ship is working herself up a long unseen slope; and sometimes the captain

says, when neither full steam nor fair wind justify the length of a day’s run, that

the ship is sagging downhill; but how these ups and downs come about has

not yet been settled authoritatively.

‘No, it is a following sea,’ said Frithiof, ‘and with a following sea you shall not

get good steerage way.’

The sea was as smooth as a duck-pond, except for a regular oily swell.  As I

looked over the side to see where it might be following us from, the sun rose in

a perfectly clear sky and struck the water with its light so sharply that it seemed

as though the sea should clang like a burnished gong.  The wake of the screw

and the little white streak cut by the log-line hanging over the stern were the

only marks on the water as far as eye could reach.

Keller rolled out of his chair and went aft to get a pine-apple from the

ripening stock that were hung inside the after awning.

‘Frithiof, the log-line has got tired of swimming.  It’s coming home,’ he

drawled.

‘What?’ said Frithiof, his voice jumping several octaves.

‘Coming home,’ Keller repeated, leaning over the stern.  I ran to his side

and saw the log-line, which till then had been drawn tense over the stern

railing, slacken’ loop, and come up off the port quarter.  Frithiof called up

the speaking-tube to the bridge, and the bridge answered, ‘Yes, nine knots.’

Then Frithiof spoke again, and the answer was, ‘What do you want of the

skipper?’ and Frithiof bellowed, ‘Call him up.’

By this time Zuyland, Keller, and myself had caught something of Frithiof’s

excitement, for any emotion on shipboard is most contagious.  The captain ran

out of his cabin, spoke to Frithiof, looked at the log-line, jumped on the bridge,

and in a minute we felt the steamer swing round as Frithiof turned her.

‘Going back to Cape Town?’ said Keller.



Frithiof did not answer, but tore away at the wheel.  Then he beckoned us

three to help, and we held the wheel down till the Rathmines answered it, and

we found ourselves looking into the white of our own wake, with the still oily

sea tearing past our bows, though we were not going more than half steam

ahead.

The captain stretched out his arm from the bridge and shouted.  A minute

later I would have given a great deal to have shouted too, for one-half of the sea

seemed to shoulder itself above the other half, and came on in the shape of a

hill.  There was neither crest, comb, nor curl-over to it; nothing but black water

with little waves chasing each other about the flanks.  I saw it stream past and

on a level with the Rathmine’s bow-plates before the steamer made up her

mind to rise, and I argued that this would be the last of all earthly voyages for

me.  Then we rose for ever and ever and ever, till I heard Keller saying in my

ear, ‘The bowels of the deep, good Lord!’ and the Rathmines stood poised, her
screw racing and drumming on the slope of a hollow that stretched downwards

for a good half-mile.

We went down that hollow, nose under for the most part, and the air smelt

wet and muddy, like that of an emptied aquarium.  There was a second hill to

climb; I saw that much: but the water came aboard and carried me aft till it

jammed me against the smoking-room door, and before I could catch breath

or clear my eyes again we were rolling to and fro in torn water, with the

scuppers pouring like eaves in a thunderstorm.

‘There were three wares,’ said Keller; ‘and the stoke-hold’s flooded.’

The firemen were on deck waiting, apparently, to be drowned.  The engineer

came and dragged them below, and the crew, gasping, began to work the

clumsy Board of Trade pump.  That showed nothing serious, and when I

understood that the Rathmines was really on the water, and not beneath it, I

asked what had happened.

‘The captain says it was a blow-up under the sea —a volcano,’ said Keller.

‘It hasn’t warmed anything,’ I said. I was feeling bitterly cold, and cold was

almost unknown in those waters.  I went below to change my clothes, and

when I came up everything was wiped out by clinging white fog.

‘Are there going to be any more surprises?’ said Keller to the captain.



‘I don’t know.  Be thankful you’re alive, gentlemen.  That’s a tidal wave

thrown up by a volcano.  Probably the bottom of the sea has been lifted a

few feet somewhere or other.  I can’t quite understand this cold spell.  Our

sea-thermometer says the surface water is 44°, and it should be 68° at least.’

‘It’s abominable,’ said Keller, shivering.  ‘But hadn’t you better attend to the

fog-horn?  It seems to me that I heard something.’

‘Heard!  Good heavens!’  said the captain from the bridge, ‘I should think

you did.’  He pulled the string of our fog-horn, which was a weak one.  It

sputtered and choked, because the stoke-hold was full of water and the fires

were half-drowned, and at last gave out a moan.  It was answered from the fog

by one of the most appalling steam-sirens I have ever heard.  Keller turned as

white as I did, for the fog, the cold fog, was upon us, and any man may be

forgiven for fearing the death he cannot see.

‘Give her steam there!’ said the captain to the engine-room.  ‘Steam for the

whistle, if we have to go dead slow.’

We bellowed again, and the damp dripped off the awnings to the deck as

we listened for the reply.  It seemed to be astern this time, but much nearer

than before.

‘The Pembroke Castle, by gum!’ said Keller, and then, viciously, ‘Well, thank

God, we shall sink her too.’

‘It’s a side-wheel steamer,’ I whispered. ‘Can’t you hear the paddles?’

This time we whistled and roared till the steam gave out, and the answer

nearly deafened us.  There was a sound of frantic threshing in the water,

apparently about fifty yards away, and something shot past in the whiteness

that looked as though it were gray and red.

‘The Pembroke Castle bottom up,’ said Keller, who, being a journalist,

always sought for explanations.  ‘That’s the colours of a Castle liner.  We’re in

for a big thing.’

‘The sea is bewitched,’ said Frithiof from the wheel-house.  ‘There are two

steamers.’



Another siren sounded on our bow, and the little steamer rolled in the wash

of something that had passed unseen.

‘We’re evidently in the middle of a fleet,’ said Keller quietly.  ‘If one doesn’t

run us down, the other will.  Phew!  What in creation is that?’

I sniffed for there was a poisonous rank smell in the cold air—a smell that I

had smelt before.

‘If I was on land I should say that it was an alligator.  It smells like musk,’ I

answered.

‘Not ten thousand alligators could make that smell,’ said Zuyland; ‘I have

smelt them.’

‘Bewitched!  Bewitched!’ said Frithiof.  ‘The sea she is turned upside down,

and we are walking along the bottom.’

Again the Rathmines rolled in the wash of some unseen ship, and a silver-gray

wave broke over the bow, leaving on the deck a sheet of sediment—the gray

broth that has its place in the fathomless deeps of the sea.  A sprinkling of the

wave fell on my face, and it was so cold that it stung as boiling water stings.

The dead and most untouched deep water of the sea had been heaved to the

top by the submarine volcano—the chill, still water that kills all life and smells

of desolation and emptiness.  We did not need either the blinding fog or that

indescribable smell of musk to make us unhappy—we were shivering with

cold and wretchedness where we stood.

‘The hot air on the cold water makes this fog,’ said the captain.  ‘It ought to

clear in a little time.’

‘Whistle, oh!  whistle, and let’s get out of it,’ said Keller.

The captain whistled again, and far and far astern the invisible twin steam-

sirens answered us.  Their blasting shriek grew louder, till at last it seemed to

tear out of the fog just above our quarter, and I cowered while the Rathmines
plunged bows-under on a double swell that crossed.

‘No more,’ said Frithiof, ‘it is not good any more.  Let us get away, in the

name of God.’



‘Now if a torpedo-boat with a City of Paris siren went mad and broke her

moorings and hired a friend to help her, it’s just conceivable that we might be

carried as we are now.  Otherwise this thing is—’

The last words died on Keller’s lips, his eyes began to start from his head,

and his jaw fell.  Some six or seven feet above the port bulwarks, framed in fog,

and as utterly unsupported as the full moon, hung a Face.  It was not human,

and it certainly was not animal, for it did not belong to this earth as known to

man.  The mouth was open, revealing a ridiculously tiny tongue—as absurd as

the tongue of an elephant; there were tense wrinkles of white skin at the angles

of the drawn lips; white feelers like those of a barbel sprang from the lower

jaw, and there was no sign of teeth within the mouth.  But the horror of the face

lay in the eyes, for those were sightless—white, in sockets as white as scraped

bone, and blind.  Yet for all this the face, wrinkled as the mask of a lion is drawn

in Assyrian sculpture, was alive with rage and terror.  One long white feeler

touched our bulwarks.  Then the face disappeared with the swiftness of a blind

worm popping into its burrow, and the next thing that I remember is my own

voice in my own ears, saying gravely to the mainmast, ‘But the air-bladder ought

to have been forced out of its mouth, you know.’

Keller came up to me, ashy white.  He put his hand into his pocket, took a

cigar, bit it, dropped it, thrust his shaking thumb into his mouth and mumbled,

‘The giant gooseberry and the raining frogs!  Gimme a light—gimme a light!  I

say, gimme a light.’  A little bead of blood dropped from his thumbnail.

I respected the motive, though the manifestation was absurd.  ‘Stop, you’ll

bite your thumb off,’ I said, and Keller laughed brokenly as he picked up his

cigar.  Only Zuyland, leaning over the port bulwarks, seemed self-possessed.

He declared later that he was very sick.

‘We’ve seen it,’ he said, turning round.  ‘That is it.’

‘What?’ said Keller, chewing the unlighted cigar.

As he spoke the fog was blown into shreds, and we saw the sea, gray with

mud, rolling on every side of us and empty of all life.  Then in one spot it bubbled

and became like the pot of ointment that the Bible speaks of.  From that

wide-ringed trouble a Thing came up—a gray and red Thing with a neck—a

Thing that bellowed and writhed in pain.  Frithiof drew in his breath and held it

till the red letters of the ship’s name, woven across his jersey, straggled and



opened out as though they had been type badly set.  Then he said with a little

cluck in his throat, ‘Ah, me! It is blind.  Hur illa! That thing is blind,’ and a
murmur of pity went through us all, for we could see that the thing on the water

was blind and in pain.  Something had gashed and cut the great sides cruelly

and the blood was spurting out.  The gray ooze of the undermost sea lay in the

monstrous wrinkles of the back and poured away in sluices.  The blind white

head hung back and battered the wounds, and the body in its torment rose

clear of the red and gray waves till we saw a pair of quivering shoulders streaked

with weed and rough with shells, but as white in the clear spaces as the

hairless, nameless, blind, toothless head.  Afterwards came a dot on the

horizon and the sound of a shrill scream, and it was as though a shuttle shot all

across the sea in one breath, and a second head and neck tore through the

levels, driving a whispering wall of water to right and left.  The two Things

met—the one untouched and the other in its death throe—male and female,

we said, the female coming to the male.  She circled round him bellowing, and

laid her neck across the curve of his great turtle-back, and he disappeared

under water for an instant, but flung up again, grunting in agony while the blood

ran.  Once the entire head and neck shot clear of the water and stiffened, and

I heard Keller saying, as though he was watching a street accident, ‘Give him

air.  For God’s sake give him air!’  Then the death struggle began, with crampings

and twistings and jerkings of the white bulk to and fro, till our little steamer

rolled again, and each gray wave coated her plates with the gray slime.  The

sun was clear, there was no wind, and we watched, the whole crew, stokers

and all, in wonder and pity, but chiefly pity.  The Thing was so helpless, and,

save for his mate, so alone.  No human eye should have beheld him; it was

monstrous and indecent to exhibit him there in trade waters between atlas

degrees of latitude.  He had been spewed up, mangled and dying from his rest

on the sea-floor, where he might have lived till the Judgment Day, and we saw

the tides of his life go from him as an angry tide goes out across rocks in the

teeth of a landward gale.  The mate lay rocking on the water a little distance off,

bellowing continually, and the smell of musk came down upon the ship

making us cough.

At last the battle for life ended, in a batter of coloured seas.  We saw the

writhing neck fall like a flail, the carcase turn sideways, showing the glint of a

white belly and the inset of a gigantic hind-leg or flapper.  Then all sank, and

sea boiled over it, while the mate swam round and round, darting her blind

head in every direction.  Though we might have feared that she would attack

the steamer, no power on earth could have drawn any one of us from our

places that hour.  We watched, holding our breaths.  The mate paused in her



search; we could hear the wash beating along her sides; reared her neck as

high as she could reach, blind and lonely in all that loneliness of the sea, and

sent one desperate bellow booming across the swells, as an oyster shell skips

across a pond.  Then she made off to the westward, the sun shining on the

white head and the wake behind it, till nothing was left to see but a little pin

point of silver on the horizon.  We stood on our course again, and the Rathmines,
coated with the sea-sediment, from bow to stern, looked like a ship made gray

with terror.

. . . . . .

‘We must pool our notes,’ was the first coherent remark from Keller.  ‘We’re

three trained journalists—we hold absolutely the biggest scoop on record.  Start

fair.’

I objected to this.  Nothing is gained by collaboration in journalism when

all deal with the same facts, so we went to work each according to his own

lights.  Keller triple-headed his account, talked about our ‘gallant captain,’ and

wound up with an allusion to American enterprise in that it was a citizen of

Dayton, Ohio, that had seen the sea-serpent.  This sort of thing would have

discredited the Creation, much more a mere sea tale, but as a specimen of the

picture-writing of a half-civilised people it was very interesting.  Zuyland took a

heavy column and a half, giving approximate lengths and breadths and the

whole list of the crew whom he had sworn on oath to testify to his facts.  There

was nothing fantastic or flamboyant in Zuyland.  I wrote three-quarters of a

leaded bourgeois column, roughly speaking, and refrained from putting any

journalese into it for reasons that had begun to appear to me.

Keller was insolent with joy.  He was going to cable from Southampton to

the New York World, mail his account to America on the same day, paralyse

London with his three columns of loosely knitted headlines, and generally

efface the earth.  ‘You’ll see how I work a big scoop when I get it,’ he said.

‘Is this your first visit to England?’ I asked.

‘Yes,’ said he.  ‘You don’t seem to appreciate the beauty of our scoop.  It’s

pyramidal—the death of the sea-serpent!  Good heavens alive man, it’s the

biggest thing ever vouchsafed to a paper!’

‘Curious to think that it will never appear in any paper, isn’t it?’ I said.



Zuyland was near me, and he nodded quickly.

‘What do you mean?’ said Keller.  ‘If you’re enough of a Britisher to throw

this thing away, I sha’n’t.  I thought you were a newspaper man.’

‘I am.  That’s why I know.  Don’t be an ass, Keller.  Remember, I’m seven

hundred years your senior, and what your grandchildren may learn five hundred

years hence, I learned from my grandfathers about five hundred years ago.

You won’t do it, because you can’t.’

This conversation was held in open sea, where everything seems possible,

some hundred miles from Southampton.  We passed the Needles Light at

dawn, and the lifting day showed the stucco villas on the green and the awful

orderliness of England—line upon line, wall upon wall, solid stone dock and

monolithic pier.  We waited an hour in the Customs shed, and there was ample

time for the effect to soak in.

‘Now, Keller, you face the music.  The Havel goes out to-day.  Mail by her,

and I’ll take you to the telegraph office,’ I said.

I heard Keller gasp as the influence of the land closed about him, cowing

him as they say Newmarket Heath cows a young horse unused to open

country.

‘I want to retouch my stuff.  Suppose we wait till we get to London?’ he said.

Zuyland, by the way, had torn up his account and thrown it overboard that

morning early.  His reasons were my reasons.

In the train Keller began to revise his copy, and every time that he looked at

the trim little fields, the red villas, and the embankments of the line, the blue

pencil plunged remorselessly through the slips.  He appeared to have dredged

the dictionary for adjectives.  I could think of none that he had not used.  Yet he

was a perfectly sound poker player and never showed more cards than were

sufficient to take the pool.

‘Aren’t you going to leave him a single bellow?’  I asked sympathetically.

‘Remember, everything goes in the States, from a trouser-button to a double

eagle.’



‘That’s just the curse of it,’ said Keller below his breath.  ‘We’ve played ‘em

for suckers so often that when it comes to the golden truth—I’d like to try this

on a London paper.  You have first call there, though.’

‘Not in the least.  I’m not touching the thing in the papers.  I shall be happy to

leave ‘em all to you; but surely you’ll cable it home?’

‘No.  Not if I can make the scoop here and see the Britishers sit up.’

‘You won’t do it with three column of slushy headline, believe me.  They

don’t sit up as quickly as some people.’

‘I’m beginning to think that too.  Does nothing make any difference in this

country?’ he said, looking out of the window.  ‘How old is that farmhouse?’

‘New.  It can’t be more than two hundred years at the most.’

‘Um.  Fields, too?’

‘That hedge there must have been clipped for about eighty years.’

‘Labour cheap—eh?’

‘Pretty much.  Well, I suppose you’d like to try the Times, wouldn’t you?’

‘No,’ said Keller, looking at Winchester Cathedral.  ‘Might as well try to

electrify a hay-rick.  And to think that the World would take three columns and

ask for more—with illustrations too!  It’s sickening.’

‘But the Times might,’ I began.

Keller flung his paper across the carriage, and it opened in its austere

majesty of solid type—opened with the crackle of an encyclopædia.

‘Might!  You might work your way through the bow-plates of a cruiser.  Look

at that first page!’

‘It strikes you that way, does it?’ I said.  ‘Then I’d recommend you to try a

light and frivolous journal.’



‘With a thing like this of mine—of ours?  It’s sacred history!’

I showed him a paper which I conceived would be after his own heart, in

that it was modelled on American lines.

‘That’s homey,’ he said, ‘but it’s not the real thing.  Now, I should like one of

these fat old Times’ columns.  Probably there’d be a bishop in the office, though.’

When we reached London Keller disappeared in the direction of the Strand.

What his experiences may have been I cannot tell, but it seems that he invaded

the office of an evening paper at 11.45 a. m. (I told him English editors were

most idle at that hour), and mentioned my name as that of a witness to the

truth of his story.

‘I was nearly fired out,’ he said furiously at lunch.  ‘As soon as I mentioned

you, the old man said that I was to tell you that they didn’t want any more of

your practical jokes, and that you knew the hours to call if you had anything to

sell, and that they’d see you condemned before they helped to puff one of your

infernal yarns in advance.  Say, what record do you hold for truth in this city,

anyway?”

‘A beauty.  You ran up against it, that’s all.  Why don’t you leave the English

papers alone and cable to New York?  Everything goes over there.’

‘Can’t you see that’s just why?’ he repeated.

‘I saw it a long time ago.  You don’t intend to cable, then?’

‘Yes, I do,’ he answered, in the over-emphatic voice of one who does not

know his own mind.

That afternoon I walked him abroad and about, over the streets that run

between the pavements like channels of grooved and tongued lava, over the

bridges that are made of enduring stone, through subways floored and sided

with yard-thick concrete, between houses that are never rebuilt, and by river

steps hewn to the eye from the living rock.  A black fog chased us into

Westminster Abbey, and, standing there in the darkness, I could hear the wings

of the dead centuries circling round the head of Litchfield A. Keller, journalist,

of Dayton, Ohio, U. S. A., whose mission it was to make the Britishers sit up.



He stumbled gasping into the thick gloom, and the roar of the traffic came to

his bewildered ears.

‘Let’s go to the telegraph office and cable,’ I said.  ‘Can’t you hear the Now

York World crying for news of the great sea-serpent, blind, white, and smelling

of musk, stricken to death by a submarine volcano, assisted by his loving wife

to die in midocean, as visualised by an independent American citizen, a breezy,

newsy, brainy newspaper man of Dayton, Ohio?  ‘Rah for the Buckeye State.

Step lively!  Both gates!  Szz!  Boom—ah!’  Keller was a Princeton man, and he

seemed to need encouragement.

‘You’ve got me on your own ground,’ said he, tugging at his overcoat pocket.

He pulled out his copy, with the cable forms—for he had written out his

telegram—and put them all into my hand, groaning, ‘I pass.  If I hadn’t come to

your cursed country—if I’d sent it off at Southampton—if I ever get you west of

the Alleghanies, if—’

‘Never mind, Keller.  It isn’t your fault.  It’s the fault of your country.  If you

had been seven hundred years older you’d have done what I’m going to do.’

‘What are you going to do?’

‘Tell it as a lie.’

‘Fiction?’  This with the full-blooded disgust of a journalist for the illegitimate

branch of the profession.

‘You can call it that if you like.  I shall call it a lie.’

And a lie it has become, for Truth is a naked lady, and if by accident she is

drawn up from the bottom of the sea, it behoves a gentleman either to give her

a print petticoat or to turn his face to the wall, and vow that he did not see.
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The following narrative was found among the papers of Dr. James Hardcastle,

who died of phthisis on February 4th, 1908, at 36, Upper Coventry Flats, South

Kensington.  Those who knew him best, while refusing to express an opinion

upon this particular statement, are unanimous in asserting that he was a man

of a sober and scientific turn of mind, absolutely devoid of imagination, and

most unlikely to invent any abnormal series of events.  The paper was contained

in an envelope, which was docketed, “A Short Account of the Circumstances

which occurred near Miss Allerton’s Farm in North-West Derbyshire in the Spring

of Last Year.”  The envelope was sealed, and on the other side was written in

pencil—

“Dear Seaton,—

“It may interest, and perhaps pain you, to know that the incredulity with

which you met my story has prevented me from ever opening my mouth upon

the subject again.  I leave this record after my death, and perhaps strangers

may be found to have more confidence in me than my friend.”

Inquiry has failed to elicit who this Seaton may have been.  I may add that

the visit of the deceased to Allerton’s Farm, and the general nature of the alarm

there, apart from his particular explanation, have been absolutely established.

With this foreword I append his account exactly as he left it.  It is in the form of

a diary, some entries in which have been expanded, while a few have been

erased.

April 17.—Already I feel the benefit of this wonderful upland air.  The farm of

the Allertons lies fourteen hundred and twenty feet above sea-level, so it may

well be a bracing climate.   Beyond the usual morning cough I have very little

discomfort, and, what with the fresh milk and the home-grown mutton, I have

every chance of putting on weight.  I think Saunderson will be pleased.

The two Miss Allertons are charmingly quaint and kind, two dear little

hard-working old maids, who are ready to lavish all the heart which might have

gone out to husband and to children upon an invalid stranger.  Truly, the old

maid is a most useful person, one of the reserve forces of the community.  They



talk of the superfluous woman, but what would the poor superfluous man do

without her kindly presence?  By the way, in their simplicity they very quickly

let out the reason why Saunderson recommended their farm.  The Professor

rose from the ranks himself, and I believe that in his youth he was not above

scaring crows in these very fields.

It is a most lonely spot, and the walks are picturesque in the extreme.  The

farm consists of grazing land lying at the bottom of an irregular valley.  On each

side are the fantastic limestone hills, formed of rock so soft that you can break

it away with your hands.  All this country is hollow.  Could you strike it with

some gigantic hammer it would boom like a drum, or possibly cave in altogether

and expose some huge subterranean sea.  A great sea there must surely be, for

on all sides the streams run into the mountain itself, never to reappear.  There

are gaps everywhere amid the rocks, and when you pass through them you

find yourself in great caverns, which wind down into the bowels of the earth.  I

have a small bicycle lamp, and it is a perpetual joy to me to carry it into these

weird solitudes, and to see the wonderful silver and black effect when I throw

its light upon the stalactites which drape the lofty roofs.  Shut off the lamp, and

you are in the blackest darkness.  Turn it on, and it is a scene from the Arabian

Nights.

But there is one of these strange openings in the earth which has a special

interest, for it is the handiwork, not of nature, but of man.  I had never heard of

Blue John when I came to these parts.  It is the name given to a peculiar

mineral of a beautiful purple shade, which is only found at one or two places in

the world.  It is so rare that an ordinary vase of Blue John would be valued at a

great price.  The Romans, with that extraordinary instinct of theirs, discovered

that it was to be found in this valley, and sank a horizontal shaft deep into the

mountain side.  The opening of their mine has been called Blue John Gap, a

clean-cut arch in the rock, the mouth all overgrown with bushes.  It is a goodly

passage which the Roman miners have cut, and it intersects some of the great

water-worn caves, so that if you enter Blue John Gap you would do well to

mark your steps and to have a good store of candles, or you may never make

your way back to the daylight again.  I have not yet gone deeply into it, but this

very day I stood at the mouth of the arched tunnel, and peering down into the

black recesses beyond, I vowed that when my health returned I would devote

some holiday to exploring those mysterious depths and finding out for myself

how far the Roman had penetrated into the Derbyshire hills.

Strange how superstitious these countrymen are!  I should have thought



better of young Armitage, for he is a man of some education and character,

and a very fine fellow for his station in life.  I was standing at the Blue John Gap

when he came across the field to me.

“Well, doctor,” said he, “you’re not afraid, anyhow.”

“Afraid!” I answered.  “Afraid of what?”

“Of it,” said he, with a jerk of his thumb towards the black vault, “of the

Terror that lives in the Blue John Cave.”

How absurdly easy it is for a legend to arise in a lonely countryside!  I

examined him as to the reasons for his weird belief.  It seems that from time to

time sheep have been missing from the fields, carried bodily away, according

to Armitage.  That they could have wandered away of their own accord and

disappeared among the mountains was an explanation to which he would not

listen.  On one occasion a pool of blood had been found, and some tufts of

wool.  That also, I pointed out, could be explained in a perfectly natural way.

Further, the nights upon which sheep disappeared were invariably very dark,

cloudy nights with no moon.  This I met with the obvious retort that those were

the nights which a commonplace sheep-stealer would naturally choose for his

work.  On one occasion a gap had been made in a wall, and some of the stones

scattered for a considerable distance.  Human agency again, in my opinion.

Finally, Armitage clinched all his arguments by telling me that he had actually

heard the Creature—indeed, that anyone could hear it who remained long

enough at the Gap.  It was a distant roaring of an immense volume.  I could not

but smile at this, knowing, as I do, the strange reverberations which come out

of an underground water system running amid the chasms of a limestone

formation.  My incredulity annoyed Armitage so that he turned and left me with

some abruptness.

And now comes the queer point about the whole business.  I was still

standing near the mouth of the cave turning over in my mind the various

statements of Armitage, and reflecting how readily they could be explained

away, when suddenly, from the depth of the tunnel beside me, there issued a

most extraordinary sound.  How shall I describe it?  First of all, it seemed to be

a great distance away, far down in the bowels of the earth.  Secondly, in spite of

this suggestion of distance, it was very loud.  Lastly, it was not a boom, nor a

crash, such as one would associate with falling water or tumbling rock, but it

was a high whine, tremulous and vibrating, almost like the whinnying of a horse.



It was certainly a most remarkable experience, and one which for a moment,

I must admit, gave a new significance to Armitage’s words.  I waited by the

Blue John Gap for half an hour or more, but there was no return of the sound,

so at last I wandered back to the farmhouse, rather mystified by what had

occurred.  Decidedly I shall explore that cavern when my strength is restored.

Of course, Armitage’s explanation is too absurd for discussion, and yet that

sound was certainly very strange.  It still rings in my ears as I write.

April 20.—In the last three days I have made several expeditions to the Blue

John Gap, and have even penetrated some short distance, but my bicycle

lantern is so small and weak that I dare not trust myself very far.  I shall do the

thing more systematically.  I have heard no sound at all, and could almost

believe that I had been the victim of some hallucination suggested, perhaps, by

Armitage’s conversation.  Of course, the whole idea is absurd, and yet I must

confess that those bushes at the entrance of the cave do present an appearance

as if some heavy creature had forced its way through them.  I begin to be

keenly interested.  I have said nothing to the Miss Allertons, for they are quite

superstitious enough already, but I have bought some candles, and mean to

investigate for myself.

I observed this morning that among the numerous tufts of sheep’s wool

which lay among the bushes near the cavern there was one which was smeared

with blood.  Of course, my reason tells me that if sheep wander into such rocky

places they are likely to injure themselves, and yet somehow that splash of

crimson gave me a sudden shock, and for a moment I found myself shrinking

back in horror from the old Roman arch.  A fetid breath seemed to ooze from

the black depths into which I peered.  Could it indeed be possible that some

nameless thing, some dreadful presence, was lurking down yonder?  I should

have been incapable of such feelings in the days of my strength, but one grows

more nervous and fanciful when one’s health is shaken.

For the moment I weakened in my resolution, and was ready to leave the

secret of the old mine, if one exists, for ever unsolved.  But tonight my interest

has returned and my nerves grown more steady.  Tomorrow I trust that I shall

have gone more deeply into this matter.

April 22.—Let me try and set down as accurately as I can my extraordinary

experience of yesterday.  I started in the afternoon, and made my way to the

Blue John Gap.  I confess that my misgivings returned as I gazed into its depths,

and I wished that I had brought a companion to share my exploration.  Finally,



with a return of resolution, I lit my candle, pushed my way through the briars,

and descended into the rocky shaft.

It went down at an acute angle for some fifty feet, the floor being covered

with broken stone.  Thence there extended a long, straight passage cut in the

solid rock.  I am no geologist, but the lining of this corridor was certainly of

some harder material than limestone, for there were points where I could

actually see the tool-marks which the old miners had left in their excavation, as

fresh as if they had been done yesterday.  Down this strange, old-world

corridor I stumbled, my feeble flame throwing a dim circle of light around me,

which made the shadows beyond the more threatening and obscure.  Finally,

I came to a spot where the Roman tunnel opened into a water-worn cavern—

a huge hall, hung with long white icicles of lime deposit.  From this central

chamber I could dimly perceive that a number of passages worn by the

subterranean streams wound away into the depths of the earth.  I was standing

there wondering whether I had better return, or whether I dare venture farther

into this dangerous labyrinth, when my eyes fell upon something at my feet

which strongly arrested my attention.

The greater part of the floor of the cavern was covered with boulders of rock

or with hard incrustations of lime, but at this particular point there had been a

drip from the distant roof, which had left a patch of soft mud.  In the very centre

of this there was a huge mark—an ill-defined blotch, deep, broad and irregular,

as if a great boulder had fallen upon it.  No loose stone lay near, however, nor

was there anything to account for the impression.  It was far too large to be

caused by any possible animal, and besides, there was only the one, and the

patch of mud was of such a size that no reasonable stride could have covered

it.  As I rose from the examination of that singular mark and then looked round

into the black shadows which hemmed me in, I must confess that I felt for a

moment a most unpleasant sinking of my heart, and that, do what I could, the

candle trembled in my outstretched hand.

I soon recovered my nerve, however, when I reflected how absurd it was to

associate so huge and shapeless a mark with the track of any known animal.

Even an elephant could not have produced it. I determined, therefore, that I

would not be scared by vague and senseless fears from carrying out my

exploration.  Before proceeding, I took good note of a curious rock formation

in the wall by which I could recognize the entrance of the Roman tunnel.  The

precaution was very necessary, for the great cave, so far as I could see it, was

intersected by passages.  Having made sure of my position, and reassured myself



by examining my spare candles and my matches, I advanced slowly over the

rocky and uneven surface of the cavern.

And now I come to the point where I met with such sudden and desperate

disaster.  A stream, some twenty feet broad, ran across my path, and I walked

for some little distance along the bank to find a spot where I could cross

dry-shod.  Finally, I came to a place where a single flat boulder lay near the

centre, which I could reach in a stride.  As it chanced, however, the rock had

been cut away and made top-heavy by the rush of the stream, so that it tilted

over as I landed on it and shot me into the ice-cold water.  My candle went out,

and I found myself floundering about in utter and absolute darkness.

I staggered to my feet again, more amused than alarmed by my adventure.

The candle had fallen from my hand, and was lost in the stream, but I had two

others in my pocket, so that it was of no importance.  I got one of them ready,

and drew out my box of matches to light it.  Only then did I realize my position.

The box had been soaked in my fall into the river.  It was impossible to strike

the matches.

A cold hand seemed to close round my heart as I realized my position.  The

darkness was opaque and horrible.  It was so utter one put one’s hand up to

one’s face as if to press off something solid.  I stood still, and by an effort I

steadied myself.  I tried to reconstruct in my mind a map of the floor of the

cavern as I had last seen it.  Alas! the bearings which had impressed themselves

upon my mind were high on the wall, and not to be found by touch.  Still, I

remembered in a general way how the sides were situated, and I hoped that

by groping my way along them I should at last come to the opening of the

Roman tunnel.  Moving very slowly, and continually striking against the rocks, I

set out on this desperate quest.

But I very soon realized how impossible it was.  In that black, velvety

darkness one lost all one’s bearings in an instant.  Before I had made a dozen

paces, I was utterly bewildered as to my whereabouts.  The rippling of the

stream, which was the one sound audible, showed me where it lay, but the

moment that I left its bank I was utterly lost.  The idea of finding my way back in

absolute darkness through that limestone labyrinth was clearly an impossible

one.

I sat down upon a boulder and reflected upon my unfortunate plight.  I had

not told anyone that I proposed to come to the Blue John mine, and it was



unlikely that a search party would come after me.  Therefore I must trust to my

own resources to get clear of the danger.  There was only one hope, and that

was that the matches might dry.  When I fell into the river, only half of me had

got thoroughly wet. My left shoulder had remained above the water.  I took the

box of matches, therefore, and put it into my left armpit.  The moist air of the

cavern might possibly be counteracted by the heat of my body, but even so, I

knew that I could not hope to get a light for many hours.  Meanwhile there was

nothing for it but to wait.

By good luck I had slipped several biscuits into my pocket before I left the

farm-house.  These I now devoured, and washed them down with a draught

from that wretched stream which had been the cause of all my misfortunes.

Then I felt about for a comfortable seat among the rocks, and, having discovered

a place where I could get a support for my back, I stretched out my legs and

settled myself down to wait.  I was wretchedly damp and cold, but I tried to

cheer myself with the reflection that modern science prescribed open windows

and walks in all weather for my disease.  Gradually, lulled by the monotonous

gurgle of the stream, and by the absolute darkness, I sank into an uneasy

slumber.

How long this lasted I cannot say.  It may have been for an hour, it may have

been for several.  Suddenly I sat up on my rock couch, with every nerve thrilling

and every sense acutely on the alert.  Beyond all doubt I had heard a sound—

some sound very distinct from the gurgling of the waters.  It had passed, but the

reverberation of it still lingered in my ear.  Was it a search party?  They would

most certainly have shouted, and vague as this sound was which had wakened

me, it was very distinct from the human voice.  I sat palpitating and hardly

daring to breathe.  There it was again!  And again!  Now it had become continuous.

It was a tread —yes, surely it was the tread of some living creature.  But what a

tread it was!  It gave one the impression of enormous weight carried upon

sponge-like feet, which gave forth a muffled but ear-filling sound.  The darkness

was as complete as ever, but the tread was regular and decisive.  And it was

coming beyond all question in my direction.

My skin grew cold, and my hair stood on end as I listened to that steady and

ponderous footfall.  There was some creature there, and surely by the speed of

its advance, it was one which could see in the dark.  I crouched low on my rock

and tried to blend myself into it.  The steps grew nearer still, then stopped, and

presently I was aware of a loud lapping and gurgling.  The creature was

drinking at the stream.  Then again there was silence, broken by a succession



of long sniffs and snorts of tremendous volume and energy.  Had it caught the

scent of me?  My own nostrils were filled by a low fetid odour, mephitic and

abominable.  Then I heard the steps again.  They were on my side of the stream

now.  The stones rattled within a few yards of where I lay.  Hardly daring to

breathe, I crouched upon my rock.  Then the steps drew away.  I heard the

splash as it returned across the river, and the sound died away into the

distance in the direction from which it had come.

For a long time I lay upon the rock, too much horrified to move.  I thought of

the sound which I had heard coming from the depths of the cave, of Armitage’s

fears, of the strange impression in the mud, and now came this final and

absolute proof that there was indeed some inconceivable monster, something

utterly unearthly and dreadful, which lurked in the hollow of the mountain.

Of its nature or form I could frame no conception, save that it was both

light-footed and gigantic.  The combat between my reason, which told me that

such things could not be, and my senses, which told me that they were, raged

within me as I lay.  Finally, I was almost ready to persuade myself that this

experience had been part of some evil dream, and that my abnormal condition

might have conjured up an hallucination.  But there remained one final

experience which removed the last possibility of doubt from my mind.

I had taken my matches from my armpit and felt them.  They seemed

perfectly hard and dry.  Stooping down into a crevice of the rocks, I tried one of

them.  To my delight it took fire at once.  I lit the candle, and, with a terrified

backward glance into the obscure depths of the cavern, I hurried in the

direction of the Roman passage.  As I did so I passed the patch of mud on

which I had seen the huge imprint.  Now I stood astonished before it, for there

were three similar imprints upon its surface, enormous in size, irregular in

outline, of a depth which indicated the ponderous weight which had left them.

Then a great terror surged over me.  Stooping and shading my candle with my

hand, I ran in a frenzy of fear to the rocky archway, hastened up it, and never

stopped until, with weary feet and panting lungs, I rushed up the final slope of

stones, broke through the tangle of briars, and flung myself exhausted upon

the soft grass under the peaceful light of the stars.  It was three in the morning

when I reached the farm- house, and today I am all unstrung and quivering

after my terrific adventure.  As yet I have told no one.  I must move warily in the

matter.  What would the poor lonely women, or the uneducated yokels here

think of it if I were to tell them my experience?  Let me go to someone who can

understand and advise.



April 25.—I was laid up in bed for two days after my incredible adventure in

the cavern.  I use the adjective with a very definite meaning, for I have had an

experience since which has shocked me almost as much as the other. I have

said that I was looking round for someone who could advise me.  There is a Dr.

Mark Johnson who practices some few miles away, to whom I had a note of

recommendation from Professor Saunderson.  To him I drove, when I was

strong enough to get about, and I recounted to him my whole strange experience.

He listened intently, and then carefully examined me, paying special attention

to my reflexes and to the pupils of my eyes.  When he had finished, he refused

to discuss my adventure, saying that it was entirely beyond him, but he gave

me the card of a Mr. Picton at Castleton, with the advice that I should instantly

go to him and tell him the story exactly as I had done to himself.  He was,

according to my adviser, the very man who was pre-eminently suited to help

me.  I went on to the station, therefore, and made my way to the little town,

which is some ten miles away.  Mr. Picton appeared to be a man of importance,

as his brass plate was displayed upon the door of a considerable building on

the outskirts of the town.  I was about to ring his bell, when some misgiving

came into my mind, and, crossing to a neighbouring shop, I asked the man

behind the counter if he could tell me anything of Mr. Picton.  “Why,” said he,

“he is the best mad doctor in Derbyshire, and yonder is his asylum.”  You can

imagine that it was not long before I had shaken the dust of Castleton from my

feet and returned to the farm, cursing all unimaginative pedants who cannot

conceive that there may be things in creation which have never yet chanced to

come across their mole’s vision.  After all, now that I am cooler, I can afford to

admit that I have been no more sympathetic to Armitage than Dr. Johnson has

been to me.

April 27.—When I was a student I had the reputation of being a man of

courage and enterprise.  I remember that when there was a ghost-hunt at

Coltbridge it was I who sat up in the haunted house.  Is it advancing years (after

all, I am only thirty- five), or is it this physical malady which has caused

degeneration?  Certainly my heart quails when I think of that horrible cavern in

the hill, and the certainty that it has some monstrous occupant.  What shall I

do?  There is not an hour in the day that I do not debate the question.  If I say

nothing, then the mystery remains unsolved.  If I do say anything, then I have

the alternative of mad alarm over the whole countryside, or of absolute

incredulity which may end in consigning me to an asylum.  On the whole, I

think that my best course is to wait, and to prepare for some expedition which

shall be more deliberate and better thought out than the last.  As a first step I

have been to Castleton and obtained a few essentials—a large acetylene



lantern for one thing, and a good double-barrelled sporting rifle for another.

The latter I have hired, but I have bought a dozen heavy game cartridges, which

would bring down a rhinoceros.  Now I am ready for my troglodyte friend.  Give

me better health and a little spate of energy, and I shall try conclusions with

him yet.  But who and what is he?  Ah! there is the question which stands

between me and my sleep.  How many theories do I form, only to discard each

in turn!  It is all so utterly unthinkable.  And yet the cry, the footmark, the tread

in the cavern—no reasoning can get past these I think of the old-world legends

of dragons and of other monsters.  Were they, perhaps, not such fairy-tales as

we have thought?  Can it be that there is some fact which underlies them, and

am I, of all mortals, the one who is chosen to expose it?

May 3.—For several days I have been laid up by the vagaries of an English

spring, and during those days there have been developments, the true and

sinister meaning of which no one can appreciate save myself.  I may say that

we have had cloudy and moonless nights of late, which according to my

information were the seasons upon which sheep disappeared.  Well, sheep

have disappeared.  Two of Miss Allerton’s, one of old Pearson’s of the Cat Walk,

and one of Mrs. Moulton’s.  Four in all during three nights.  No trace is left of

them at all, and the countryside is buzzing with rumours of gipsies and of

sheep-stealers.

But there is something more serious than that.  Young Armitage has disappeared

also.  He left his moorland cottage early on Wednesday night and has never

been heard of since.  He was an unattached man, so there is less sensation

than would otherwise be the case.  The popular explanation is that he owes

money, and has found a situation in some other part of the country, whence he

will presently write for his belongings.  But I have grave misgivings.  Is it not

much more likely that the recent tragedy of the sheep has caused him to take

some steps which may have ended in his own destruction?  He may, for

example, have lain in wait for the creature and been carried off by it into the

recesses of the mountains.  What an inconceivable fate for a civilized Englishman

of the twentieth century!  And yet I feel that it is possible and even probable.

But in that case, how far am I answerable both for his death and for any other

mishap which may occur?  Surely with the knowledge I already possess it must

be my duty to see that something is done, or if necessary to do it myself.  It must

be the latter, for this morning I went down to the local police-station and told

my story.  The inspector entered it all in a large book and bowed me out with

commendable gravity, but I heard a burst of laughter before I had got down his

garden path.  No doubt he was recounting my adventure to his family.



June 10.—I am writing this, propped up in bed, six weeks after my last entry

in this journal.  I have gone through a terrible shock both to mind and body,

arising from such an experience as has seldom befallen a human being before.

But I have attained my end.  The danger from the Terror which dwells in the

Blue John Gap has passed never to return.  Thus much at least I, a broken

invalid, have done for the common good.  Let me now recount what occurred

as clearly as I may.

The night of Friday, May 3rd, was dark and cloudy—the very night for the

monster to walk.  About eleven o’clock I went from the farm-house with my

lantern and my rifle, having first left a note upon the table of my bedroom in

which I said that, if I were missing, search should be made for me in the

direction of the Gap.  I made my way to the mouth of the Roman shaft, and,

having perched myself among the rocks close to the opening, I shut off my

lantern and waited patiently with my loaded rifle ready to my hand.

It was a melancholy vigil.  All down the winding valley I could see the

scattered lights of the farm-houses, and the church clock of Chapel-le-Dale

tolling the hours came faintly to my ears.  These tokens of my fellow-men served

only to make my own position seem the more lonely, and to call for a greater

effort to overcome the terror which tempted me continually to get back to the

farm, and abandon for ever this dangerous quest.  And yet there lies deep in

every man a rooted self-respect which makes it hard for him to turn back from

that which he has once undertaken.  This feeling of personal pride was my

salvation now, and it was that alone which held me fast when every instinct of

my nature was dragging me away.  I am glad now that I had the strength.  In

spite of all that is has cost me, my manhood is at least above reproach.

Twelve o’clock struck in the distant church, then one, then two.  It was the

darkest hour of the night.  The clouds were drifting low, and there was not a

star in the sky.  An owl was hooting somewhere among the rocks, but no other

sound, save the gentle sough of the wind, came to my ears.  And then suddenly

I heard it! From far away down the tunnel came those muffled steps, so soft

and yet so ponderous.  I heard also the rattle of stones as they gave way under

that giant tread.  They drew nearer. They were close upon me.  I heard the

crashing of the bushes round the entrance, and then dimly through the darkness

I was conscious of the loom of some enormous shape, some monstrous

inchoate creature, passing swiftly and very silently out from the tunnel.  I was

paralysed with fear and amazement. Long as I had waited, now that it had

actually come I was unprepared for the shock.  I lay motionless and breathless,



whilst the great dark mass whisked by me and was swallowed up in the night.

But now I nerved myself for its return.  No sound came from the sleeping

countryside to tell of the horror which was loose.  In no way could I judge how

far off it was, what it was doing, or when it might be back.  But not a second

time should my nerve fail me, not a second time should it pass unchallenged.

I swore it between my clenched teeth as I laid my cocked rifle across the rock.

And yet it nearly happened.  There was no warning of approach now as the

creature passed over the grass.  Suddenly, like a dark, drifting shadow, the

huge bulk loomed up once more before me, making for the entrance of the

cave.  Again came that paralysis of volition which held my crooked forefinger

impotent upon the trigger.  But with a desperate effort I shook it off.  Even as the

brushwood rustled, and the monstrous beast blended with the shadow of the

Gap, I fired at the retreating form.  In the blaze of the gun I caught a glimpse of

a great shaggy mass, something with rough and bristling hair of a withered grey

colour, fading away to white in its lower parts, the huge body supported upon

short, thick, curving legs.  I had just that glance, and then I heard the rattle of

the stones as the creature tore down into its burrow.  In an instant, with a

triumphant revulsion of feeling, I had cast my fears to the wind, and uncovering

my powerful lantern, with my rifle in my hand, I sprang down from my rock

and rushed after the monster down the old Roman shaft.

My splendid lamp cast a brilliant flood of vivid light in front of me, very

different from the yellow glimmer which had aided me down the same passage

only twelve days before.  As I ran, I saw the great beast lurching along before

me, its huge bulk filling up the whole space from wall to wall.  Its hair looked

like coarse faded oakum, and hung down in long, dense masseswhich swayed

as it moved.  It was like an enormous unclipped sheep in its fleece, but in size

it was far larger than the largest elephant, and its breadth seemed to be nearly

as great as its height.  It fills me with amazement now to think that I should

have dared to follow such a horror into the bowels of the earth, but when one’s

blood is up, and when one’s quarry seems to be flying, the old primeval

hunting-spirit awakes and prudence is cast to the wind.  Rifle in hand, I ran at

the top of my speed upon the trail of the monster.

I had seen that the creature was swift.  Now I was to find out to my cost that

it was also very cunning.  I had imagined that it was in panic flight, and that I

had only to pursue it.  The idea that it might turn upon me never entered my

excited brain.  I have already explained that the passage down which I was



racing opened into a great central cave.  Into this I rushed, fearful lest I should

lose all trace of the beast.  But he had turned upon his own traces, and in a

moment we were face to face.

That picture, seen in the brilliant white light of the lantern, is etched for ever

upon my brain.  He had reared up on his hind legs as a bear would do, and

stood above me, enormous, menacing—such a creature as no nightmare had

ever brought to my imagination.  I have said that he reared like a bear, and

there was something bear-like—if one could conceive a bear which was

ten-fold the bulk of any bear seen upon earth—in his whole pose and attitude,

in his great crooked forelegs with their ivory-white claws, in his rugged skin,

and in his red, gaping mouth, fringed with monstrous fangs.  Only in one point

did he differ from the bear, or from any other creature which walks the earth,

and even at that supreme moment a shudder of horror passed over me as I

observed that the eyes which glistened in the glow of my lantern were huge,

projecting bulbs, white and sightless.  For a moment his great paws swung

over my head.  The next he fell forward upon me, I and my broken lantern

crashed to the earth, and I remember no more.

When I came to myself I was back in the farm-house of the Allertons.  Two

days had passed since my terrible adventure in the Blue John Gap.  It seems

that I had lain all night in the cave insensible from concussion of the brain, with

my left arm and two ribs badly fractured. In the morning my note had been

found, a search party of a dozen farmers assembled, and I had been tracked

down and carried back to my bedroom, where I had lain in high delirium ever

since.  There was, it seems, no sign of the creature, and no bloodstain which

would show that my bullet had found him as he passed.  Save for my own

plight and the marks upon the mud, there was nothing to prove that what I said

was true.

Six weeks have now elapsed, and I am able to sit out once more in the

sunshine.  Just opposite me is the steep hillside, grey with shaly rock, and

yonder on its flank is the dark cleft which marks the opening of the Blue John

Gap.  But it is no longer a source of terror.  Never again through that ill-omened

tunnel shall any strange shape flit out into the world of men.  The educated and

the scientific, the Dr. Johnsons and the like, may smile at my narrative, but the

poorer folk of the countryside had never a doubt as to its truth.  On the day after

my recovering consciousness they assembled in their hundreds round the Blue

John Gap.  As the Castleton Courier said:



“It was useless for our correspondent, or for any of the adventurous gentlemen

who had come from Matlock, Buxton, and other parts, to offer to descend, to

explore the cave to the end, and to finally test the extraordinary narrative of Dr.

James Hardcastle.  The country people had taken the matter into their own

hands, and from an early hour of the morning they had worked hard in

stopping up the entrance of the tunnel.  There is a sharp slope where the shaft

begins, and great boulders, rolled along by many willing hands, were thrust

down it until the Gap was absolutely sealed.  So ends the episode which has

caused such excitement throughout the country.  Local opinion is fiercely

divided upon the subject.  On the one hand are those who point to Dr.

Hardcastle’s impaired health, and to the possibility of cerebral lesions of

tubercular origin giving rise to strange hallucinations.  Some idée fixe, according
to these gentlemen, caused the doctor to wander down the tunnel, and a fall

among the rocks was sufficient to account for his injuries.  On the other hand,

a legend of a strange creature in the Gap has existed for some months back,

and the farmers look upon Dr. Hardcastle’s narrative and his personal injuries

as a final corroboration.  So the matter stands, and so the matter will continue

to stand, for no definite solution seems to us to be now possible.  It transcends

human wit to give any scientific explanation which could cover the alleged

facts.”

Perhaps before the Courier published these words they would have been

wise to send their representative to me.  I have thought the matter out, as no

one else has occasion to do, and it is possible that I might have removed some

of the more obvious difficulties of the narrative and brought it one degree nearer

to scientific acceptance.  Let me then write down the only explanation which

seems to me to elucidate what I know to my cost to have been a series of facts.

My theory may seem to be wildly improbable, but at least no one can venture

to say that it is impossible.

My view is—and it was formed, as is shown by my diary, before my personal

adventure—that in this part of England there is a vast subterranean lake or sea,

which is fed by the great number of streams which pass down through the

limestone.  Where there is a large collection of water there must also be some

evaporation, mists or rain, and a possibility of vegetation.  This in turn suggests

that there may be animal life, arising, as the vegetable life would also do, from

those seeds and types which had been introduced at an early period of the

world’s history, when communication with the outer air was more easy.  This

place had then developed a fauna and flora of its own, including such monsters

as the one which I had seen, which may well have been the old cave-bear,



enormously enlarged and modified by its new environment.  For countless aeons

the internal and the external creation had kept apart, growing steadily away

from each other.  Then there had come some rift in the depths of the mountain

which had enabled one creature to wander up and, by means of the Roman

tunnel, to reach the open air.  Like all subterranean life, it had lost the power of

sight, but this had no doubt been compensated for by nature in other directions.

Certainly it had some means of finding its way about, and of hunting down the

sheep upon the hillside.  As to its choice of dark nights, it is part of my theory

that light was painful to those great white eyeballs, and that it was only a

pitch-black world which it could tolerate.  Perhaps, indeed, it was the glare of

my lantern which saved my life at that awful moment when we were face to

face.  So I read the riddle. I leave these facts behind me, and if you can explain

them, do so; or if you choose to doubt them, do so.  Neither your belief nor your

incredulity can alter them, nor affect one whose task is nearly over.

So ended the strange narrative of Dr. James Hardcastle.
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I.

Until the extraordinary affair at Sidmouth, the peculiar species Haploteuthis
ferox was known to science only generically, on the strength of a half-digested

tentacle obtained near the Azores, and a decaying body pecked by birds and

nibbled by fish, found early in 1896 by Mr. Jennings, near Land’s End.

In no department of zoological science, indeed, are we quite so much in the

dark as with regard to the deep-sea cephalopods.  A mere accident, for

instance, it was that led to the Prince of Monaco’s discovery of nearly a dozen

new forms in the summer of 1895, a discovery in which the before-mentioned

tentacle was included.  It chanced that a cachalot was killed off Terceira by

some sperm-whalers, and in its last struggles charged almost to the Prince’s

yacht, missed it, rolled under, and died within twenty yards of his rudder.  And

in its agony it threw up a number of large objects, which the Prince, dimly

perceiving they were strange and important, was, by a happy expedient, able

to secure before they sank.  He set his screws in motion, and kept them

circling in the vortices thus created until a boat could be lowered.  And these

specimens were whole cephalopods and fragments of cephalopods, some of

gigantic proportions, and almost all of them unknown to science!

It would seem, indeed, that these large and agile creatures, living in the

middle depths of the sea, must, to a large extent, for ever remain unknown to

us, since under water they are too nimble for nets, and it is only by such rare

unlooked-for accidents that specimens can be obtained.  In the case of

Haploteuthis ferox, for instance, we are still altogether ignorant of its habitat, as

ignorant as we are of the breeding-ground of the herring or the sea-ways of the

salmon.  And zoologists are altogether at a loss to account for its sudden

appearance on our coast.  Possibly it was the stress of a hunger migration that

drove it hither out of the deep.  But it will be, perhaps, better to avoid necessarily

inconclusive discussion, and to proceed at once with our narrative.

The first human being to set eyes upon a living Haploteuthis—the first

human being to survive, that is, for there can be little doubt now that the wave

of bathing fatalities and boating accidents that travelled along the coast of



Cornwall and Devon in early May was due to this cause—was a retired tea-dealer

of the name of Fison, who was stopping at a Sidmouth boarding-house.  It was

in the afternoon, and he was walking along the cliff path between Sidmouth

and Ladram Bay.  The cliffs in this direction are very high, but down the red

face of them in one place a kind of ladder staircase has been made.  He was

near this when his attention was attracted by what at first he thought to be a

cluster of birds struggling over a fragment of food that caught the sunlight, and

glistened pinkish-white.  The tide was right out, and this object was not only far

below him, but remote across a broad waste of rock reefs covered with dark

seaweed and interspersed with silvery, shining, tidal pools.  And he was,

moreover, dazzled by the brightness of the further water.

In a minute, regarding this again, he perceived that his judgment was in

fault, for over this struggle circled a number of birds, jackdaws and gulls for the

most part, the latter gleaming blindingly when the sunlight smote their wings,

and they seemed minute in comparison with it.  And his curiosity was, perhaps,

aroused all the more strongly because of his first insufficient explanations.

As he had nothing better to do than amuse himself, he decided to make this

object, whatever it was the goal of his afternoon walk, instead of Ladram Bay,

conceiving it might perhaps be a great fish of some sort, stranded by some

chance, and flapping about in its distress.  And so he hurried down the long

steep ladder, stopping at intervals of thirty feet or so to take breath and scan the

mysterious movement.

At the foot of the cliff he was, of course, nearer his object than he had been;

but, on the other hand, it now came up against the incandescent sky, beneath

the sun, so as to seem dark and indistinct.  Whatever was pinkish of it was now

hidden by a skerry of weedy boulders.  But he perceived that it was made up

of seven rounded bodies, distinct or connected, and that the birds kept up a

constant croaking and screaming, but seemed afraid to approach it too closely.

Mr. Fison, torn by curiosity, began picking his way across the wave-worn

rocks, and, finding the wet seaweed that covered them thickly rendered them

extremely slippery, he stopped, removed his shoes and socks, and coiled his

trousers above his knees.  His object was, of course, merely to avoid stumbling

into the rocky pools about him, and perhaps he was rather glad, as all men are,

of an excuse to resume, even for a moment, the sensations of his boyhood.  At

any rate, it is to this, no doubt, that he owes his life.



He approached his mark with all the assurance which the absolute security

of this country against all forms of animal life gives its inhabitants.  The round

bodies moved to and fro, but it was only when he surmounted the skerry of

boulders I have mentioned that he realised the horrible nature of the discovery.  It

came upon him with some suddenness.

The rounded bodies fell apart as he came into sight over the ridge, and

displayed the pinkish object to be the partially devoured body of a human

being, but whether of a man or woman he was unable to say.  And the rounded

bodies were new and ghastly-looking creatures, in shape somewhat resembling

an octopus, and with huge and very long and flexible tentacles, coiled copiously

on the ground.  The skin had a glistening texture, unpleasant to see, like shiny

leather.  The downward bend of the tentacle-surrounded mouth, the curious

excrescence at the bend, the tentacles, and the large, intelligent eyes, gave the

creatures a grotesque suggestion of a face.  They were the size of a fair-sized

swine about the body, and the tentacles seemed to him to be many feet in

length.  There were, he thinks, seven or eight at least of the creatures.  Twenty

yards beyond them, amid the surf of the now returning tide, two others were

emerging from the sea.

Their bodies lay flatly on the rocks, and their eyes regarded him with evil

interest; but it does not appear that Mr. Fison was afraid, or that he realised that

he was in any danger.  Possibly his confidence is to be ascribed to the limpness

of their attitudes.  But he was horrified, of course, and intensely excited and

indignant at such revolting creatures preying upon human flesh.  He thought

they had chanced upon a drowned body.  He shouted to them, with the idea of

driving them off, and, finding they did not budge, cast about him, picked up a

big rounded lump of rock, and flung it at one.

And then, slowly uncoiling their tentacles, they all began moving towards

him—creeping at first deliberately, and making a soft, purring sound to each other.

In a moment Mr. Fison realised that he was in danger.  He shouted again,

threw both his boots, and started off, with a leap, forthwith.  Twenty yards off

he stopped and faced about, judging them slow, and, behold! the tentacles of

their leader were already pouring over the rocky ridge on which he had just

been standing!

At that he shouted again, but this time not threatening, but a cry of dismay,

and began jumping, striding, slipping, wading across the uneven expanse



between him and the beach.  The tall red cliffs seemed suddenly at a vast

distance, and he saw, as though they were creatures in another world, two

minute workmen engaged in the repair of the ladder-way, and little suspecting

the race for life that was beginning below them.  At one time he could hear the

creatures splashing in the pools not a dozen feet behind him, and once he

slipped and almost fell.

They chased him to the very foot of the cliffs, and desisted only when he

had been joined by the workmen at the foot of the ladder-way up the cliff.  All

three of the men pelted them with stones for a time, and then hurried to the

cliff top and along the path towards Sidmouth, to secure assistance and a

boat, and to rescue the desecrated body from the clutches of these abominable

creatures.

II.

And, as if he had not already been in sufficient peril that day, Mr. Fison went

with the boat to point out the exact spot of his adventure.

As the tide was down, it required a considerable detour to reach the spot,

and when at last they came off the ladder-way, the mangled body had disappeared.

The water was now running in, submerging first one slab of slimy rock and

then another, and the four men in the boat—the workmen, that is, the boatman,

and Mr. Fison—now turned their attention from the bearings off shore to the

water beneath the keel.

At first they could see little below them, save a dark jungle of laminaria,

with an occasional darting fish.  Their minds were set on adventure, and they

expressed their disappointment freely.  But presently they saw one of the

monsters swimming through the water seaward, with a curious rolling motion

that suggested to Mr. Fison the spinning roll of a captive balloon.  Almost

immediately after, the waving streamers of laminaria were extraordinarily

perturbed, parted for a moment, and three of these beasts became darkly visible,

struggling for what was probably some fragment of the drowned man.  In a

moment the copious olive-green ribbons had poured again over this writhing

group.

At that all four men, greatly excited, began beating the water with oars and

shouting, and immediately they saw a tumultuous movement among the weeds.

They desisted, to see more clearly, and as soon as the water was smooth, they



saw, as it seemed to them, the whole sea bottom among the weeds set with eyes.

“Ugly swine!” cried one of the men.  “Why, there ‘s dozens!”

And forthwith the things began to rise through the water about them.  Mr.

Fison has since described to the writer this startling eruption out of the waving

laminaria meadows.  To him it seemed to occupy a considerable time, but it is

probable that really it was an affair of a few seconds only.  For a time nothing

but eyes, and then he speaks of tentacles streaming out and parting the weed

fronds this way and that.  Then these things, growing larger, until at last the

bottom was hidden by their intercoiling forms, and the tips of tentacles rose

darkly here and there into the air above the swell of the waters.

One came up boldly to the side of the boat, and, clinging to this with three of

its sucker-set tentacles, threw four others over the gunwale, as if with an

intention either of oversetting the boat or of clambering into it.  Mr. Fison at

once caught up the boathook, and, jabbing furiously at the soft tentacles, forced

it to desist.  He was struck in the back and almost pitched overboard by the

boatman, who was using his oar to resist a similar attack on the other side of

the boat.  But the tentacles on either side at once relaxed their hold at this, slid

out of sight, and splashed into the water.

“We’d better get out of this,” said Mr. Fison, who was trembling violently.

He went to the tiller, while the boatman and one of the workmen seated

themselves and began rowing. The other workman stood up in the fore part of

the boat, with the boathook, ready to strike any more tentacles that might

appear.  Nothing else seems to have been said.  Mr. Fison had expressed the

common feeling beyond amendment.  In a hushed, scared mood, with faces

white and drawn, they set about escaping from the position into which they

had so recklessly blundered.

But the oars had scarcely dropped into the water before dark, tapering,

serpentine ropes had bound them, and were about the rudder; and creeping

up the sides of the boat with a looping motion came the suckers again.  The

men gripped their oars and pulled, but it was like trying to move a boat in a

floating raft of weeds.  “Help here!” cried the boatman, and Mr. Fison and the

second workman rushed to help lug at the oar.

Then the man with the boathook—his name was Ewan, or Ewen—sprang

up with a curse, and began striking downward over the side, as far as he could



reach, at the bank of tentacles that now clustered along the boat’s bottom.

And, at the same time, the two rowers stood up to get a better purchase for the

recovery of their oars.  The boatman handed his to Mr. Fison, who lugged

desperately, and, meanwhile, the boatman opened a big clasp-knife, and,

leaning over the side of the boat, began hacking at the spiring arms upon the

oar shaft.

Mr. Fison, staggering with the quivering rocking of the boat, his teeth set, his

breath coming short, and the veins starting on his hands as he pulled at his oar,

suddenly cast his eyes seaward.  And there, not fifty yards off, across the long

rollers of the incoming tide, was a large boat standing in towards them, with

three women and a little child in it.  A boatman was rowing, and a little man in

a pink-ribboned straw hat and whites stood in the stern, hailing them.  For a

moment, of course, Mr. Fison thought of help, and then he thought of the child.

He abandoned his oar forthwith, threw up his arms in a frantic gesture, and

screamed to the party in the boat to keep away “for God’s sake!”  It says much

for the modesty and courage of Mr. Fison that he does not seem to be aware

that there was any quality of heroism in his action at this juncture.  The oar he

had abandoned was at once drawn under, and presently reappeared floating

about twenty yards away.

At the same moment Mr. Fison felt the boat under him lurch violently, and a

hoarse scream, a prolonged cry of terror from Hill, the boatman, caused him to

forget the party of excursionists altogether.  He turned, and saw Hill crouching

by the forward rowlock, his face convulsed with terror, and his right arm over

the side and drawn tightly down.  He gave now a succession of short, sharp

cries, “Oh! oh! oh!—oh!”  Mr. Fison believes that he must have been hacking at

the tentacles below the water-line, and have been grasped by them, but, of

course, it is quite impossible to say now certainly what had happened.  The

boat was heeling over, so that the gunwale was within ten inches of the water,

and both Ewan and the other labourer were striking down into the water, with

oar and boathook, on either side of Hill’s arm.  Mr. Fison instinctively placed

himself to counterpoise them.

Then Hill, who was a burly, powerful man, made a strenuous effort, and

rose almost to a standing position.  He lifted his arm, indeed, clean out of the

water.  Hanging to it was a complicated tangle of brown ropes; and the eyes of

one of the brutes that had hold of him, glaring straight and resolute, showed

momentarily above the surface.  The boat heeled more and more, and the

green-brown water came pouring in a cascade over the side.



Then Hill slipped and fell with his ribs across the side, and his arm and the

mass of tentacles about it splashed back into the water.  He rolled over; his

boot kicked Mr. Fison’s knee as that gentleman rushed forward to seize him,

and in another moment fresh tentacles had whipped about his waist and neck,

and after a brief, convulsive struggle, in which the boat was nearly capsized,

Hill was lugged overboard.  The boat righted with a violent jerk that all but sent

Mr. Fison over the other side, and hid the struggle in the water from his eyes.

He stood staggering to recover his balance for a moment, and as he did so,

he became aware that the struggle and the inflowing tide had carried them

close upon the weedy rocks again.  Not four yards off a table of rock still rose in

rhythmic movements above the in-wash of the tide.  In a moment Mr. Fison

seized the oar from Ewan, gave one vigorous stroke, then, dropping it, ran to

the bows and leapt.  He felt his feet slide over the rock, and, by a frantic effort,

leapt again towards a further mass.  He stumbled over this, came to his knees,

and rose again.

“Look out!” cried some one, and a large drab body struck him.  He was

knocked flat into a tidal pool by one of the workmen, and as he went down he

heard smothered, choking cries, that he believed at the time came from Hill.

Then he found himself marvelling at the shrillness and variety of Hill’s voice.

Some one jumped over him, and a curving rush of foamy water poured over

him, and passed.  He scrambled to his feet, dripping, and, without looking

seaward, ran as fast as his terror would let him shoreward.  Before him, over

the flat space of scattered rocks, stumbled the two workmen—one a dozen

yards in front of the other.

He looked over his shoulder at last, and, seeing that he was not pursued,

faced about.  He was astonished.  From the moment of the rising of the

cephalopods out of the water, he had been acting too swiftly to fully comprehend

his actions.  Now it seemed to him as if he had suddenly jumped out of an evil

dream.

For there were the sky, cloudless and blazing with the afternoon sun, the

sea, weltering under its pitiless brightness, the soft creamy foam of the breaking

water, and the low, long, dark ridges of rock.  The righted boat floated, rising

and falling gently on the swell about a dozen yards from shore.  Hill and the

monsters, all the stress and tumult of that fierce fight for life, had vanished as

though they had never been.



Mr. Fison’s heart was beating violently; he was throbbing to the finger-tips,

and his breath came deep.

There was something missing.  For some seconds he could not think clearly

enough what this might be.  Sun, sky, sea, rocks—what was it? Then he

remembered the boatload of excursionists. It had vanished.  He wondered

whether he had imagined it.  He turned, and saw the two workmen standing

side by side under the projecting masses of the tall pink cliffs.  He hesitated

whether he should make one last attempt to save the man Hill.  His physical

excitement seemed to desert him suddenly, and leave him aimless and helpless.

He turned shoreward, stumbling and wading towards his two companions.

He looked back again, and there were now two boats floating, and the one

farthest out at sea pitched clumsily, bottom upward.

III.

So it was Haploteuthis ferox made its appearance upon the Devonshire coast.

So far, this has been its most serious aggression.  Mr. Fison’s account, taken

together with the wave of boating and bathing casualties to which I have

already alluded, and the absence of fish from the Cornish coasts that year,

points clearly to a shoal of these voracious deep-sea monsters prowling slowly

along the sub-tidal coast-line.  Hunger migration has, I know, been suggested

as the force that drove them hither; but, for my own part, I prefer to believe the

alternative theory of Hemsley.  Hemsley holds that a pack or shoal of these

creatures may have become enamoured of human flesh by the accident of a

foundered ship sinking among them, and have wandered in search of it out of

their accustomed zone; first waylaying and following ships, and so coming to

our shores in the wake of the Atlantic traffic.  But to discuss Hemsley’s cogent

and admirably-stated arguments would be out of place here.

It would seem that the appetites of the shoal were satisfied by the catch of

eleven people—for so far as can be ascertained, there were ten people in the

second boat, and certainly these creatures gave no further signs of their presence

off Sidmouth that day.  The coast between Seaton and Budleigh Salterton was

patrolled all that evening and night by four Preventive Service boats, the men in

which were armed with harpoons and cutlasses, and as the evening advanced,

a number of more or less similarly equipped expeditions, organised by private

individuals, joined them.  Mr. Fison took no part in any of these expeditions.



About midnight excited hails were heard from a boat about a couple of

miles out at sea to the south-east of Sidmouth, and a lantern was seen waving

in a strange manner to and fro and up and down.  The nearer boats at once

hurried towards the alarm.  The venturesome occupants of the boat, a seaman, a

curate, and two schoolboys, had actually seen the monsters passing under

their boat.  The creatures, it seems, like most deep-sea organisms, were

phosphorescent, and they had been floating, five fathoms deep or so, like

creatures of moonshine through the blackness of the water, their tentacles

retracted and as if asleep, rolling over and over, and moving slowly in a

wedge-like formation towards the south-east.

These people told their story in gesticulated fragments, as first one boat drew

alongside and then another.  At last there was a little fleet of eight or nine boats

collected together, and from them a tumult, like the chatter of a marketplace,

rose into the stillness of the night.  There was little or no disposition to pursue the

shoal, the people had neither weapons nor experience for such a dubious chase,

and presently—even with a certain relief, it may be—the boats turned shoreward.

And now to tell what is perhaps the most astonishing fact in this whole

astonishing raid.  We have not the slightest knowledge of the subsequent

movements of the shoal, although the whole southwest coast was now alert

for it.  But it may, perhaps, be significant that a cachalot was stranded off Sark

on June 3.  Two weeks and three days after this Sidmouth affair, a living

Haploteuthis came ashore on Calais sands.  It was alive, because several

witnesses saw its tentacles moving in a convulsive way.  But it is probable that

it was dying.  A gentleman named Pouchet obtained a rifle and shot it.

That was the last appearance of a living Haploteuthis.  No others were seen

on the French coast.  On the 15th of June a dead body, almost complete, was

washed ashore near Torquay, and a few days later a boat from the Marine

Biological station, engaged in dredging off Plymouth, picked up a rotting

specimen, slashed deeply with a cutlass wound.  How the former specimen

had come by its death it is impossible to say.  And on the last day of June, Mr.

Egbert Caine, an artist, bathing near Newlyn, threw up his arms, shrieked, and

was drawn under.  A friend bathing with him made no attempt to save him, but

swam at once for the shore.  This is the last fact to tell of this extraordinary raid

from the deeper sea.  Whether it is really the last of these horrible creatures it

is, as yet, premature to say.  But it is believed, and certainly it is to be hoped,

that they have returned now, and returned for good, to the sunless depths of

the middle seas, out of which they have so strangely and so mysteriously arisen.
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I wash my hands of him at the start.  I cannot father his tales, nor will I be

responsible for them.  I make these preliminary reservations, observe, as a

guard upon my own integrity.  I posses a certain definite position in a small

way, also a wife; and for the good name of the community that honors my

existence with its approval, and for the sake of her posterity and mine, I

cannot take the chances I once did, nor foster probabilities with the careless

improvidence of youth.  So, I repeat, I wash my hands of him, this Nimrod, this

mighty hunter, this homely, blue-eyed, freckle-faced Thomas Stevens.

Having been honest to myself, and to whatever prospective olive branches

my wife may be pleased to tender me, I can now afford to be generous.  I shall

not criticize the tales told me by Thomas Stevens, and, further, I shall withhold

my judgment.  If it be asked why, I can only add that judgment I have none.

Long have I pondered, weighed, and balanced, but never have my conclusions

been twice the same—forsooth! because Thomas Stevens is a greater man

than I.  If he have told truths, well and good; if untruths, still well and good.  For

who can prove? or who disprove?  I eliminate myself from the proposition,

while those of little faith may do as I have done-go find the said Thomas Stevens,

and discuss to his face the various matters which, if fortune serve, I shall relate.

As to where he may be found?  The directions are simple: anywhere between

53 north latitude and the Pole, on the one hand; and, on the other, the likeliest

hunting grounds that lie between the east coast of Siberia and farthermost

Labrador.  That he is there, somewhere, within that clearly defined territory, I

pledge the word of an honorable man whose expectations entail straight

speaking and right living.

Thomas Stevens may have toyed prodigiously with truth, but when we first

met (it were well to mark this point), he wandered into my camp when I thought

myself a thousand miles beyond the outermost post of civilization.  At the sight

of his human face, the first in weary months, I could have sprung forward and

folded him in my arms (and I am not by any means a demonstrative man); but

to him his visit seemed the most casual thing under the sun.  He just strolled

into the light of my camp, passed the time of day after the custom of men on

beaten trails, threw my snowshoes the one way and a couple of dogs the other,

and so made room for himself by the fire.  Said he’d just dropped in to borrow



a pinch of soda and to see if I had any decent tobacco.  He plucked forth an

ancient pipe, loaded it with painstaking care, and, without as much as by your

leave, whacked half the tobacco of my pouch into his.  Yes, the stuff was fairly

good.  He sighed with the contentment of the just, and literally absorbed the

smoke from the crisping yellow flakes, and it did my smoker’s heart good to

behold him.

Hunter?  Trapper?  Prospector?  He shrugged his shoulders No; just sort of

knocking round a bit.  Had come up from the Great Slave some time since, and

was thinking of traipsing over into the Yukon country.  The Factor of Koshim

had spoken about the discoveries on the Klondike, and he was of a mind to

run over for a peep.  I noticed that he spoke of the Klondike in the archaic

vernacular, calling it the Reindeer River—a conceited custom that the Old

Timers employ against the che-cha-quas and all tenderfeet in general.  But he
did it so naively and as such a matter of course, that there was no sting, and I

forgave him.  He also had it in view, he said, before he crossed the divide into

the Yukon, to make a little run up Fort o’ Good Hope way.

Now Fort o’ Good Hope is a far journey to the north, over and beyond the

Circle, in a place where the feet of few men have trod; and when a nondescript

ragamuffin comes in out of the night, from nowhere in particular, to sit by one’s

fire and discourse on such in terms of “traipsing” and “a little run,” it is fair time

to rouse up and shake off the dream.  Wherefore I looked about me; saw the

fly, and, underneath, the pine boughs spread for the sleeping furs; saw the grub

sacks, the camera, the frosty breaths of the dogs circling on the edge of the

light; and, above, a great streamer of the aurora bridging the zenith from

southeast to northwest.  I shivered.  There is a magic in the Northland night,

that steals in on one like fevers from malarial marshes.  You are clutched and

downed before you are aware.  Then I looked to the snowshoes, lying prone

and crossed where he had flung them.  Also I had an eye to my tobacco pouch.

Half, at least, of its goodly store had vamoosed.  That settled it.  Fancy had not

tricked me after all.

Crazed with suffering, I thought, looking steadfastly at the man—one of those

wild stampeders, strayed far from his bearings and wandering like a lost soul

through great vastnesses and unknown deeps.  Oh, well, let his moods slip on,

until, mayhap, he gathers his tangled wits together.  Who knows?—the mere

sound of a fellow-creature’s voice may bring all straight again.

So I led him on in talk, and soon I marvelled, for he talked of game and the



ways thereof.  He had killed the Siberian wolf of westernmost Alaska, and the

chamois in the secret Rockies.  He averred he knew the haunts where the last

buffalo still roamed; that he had hung on the flanks of the caribou when they

ran by the hundred thousand, and slept in the Great Barrens on the musk-ox’s

winter trail.

And I shifted my judgment accordingly (the first revision, but by no account

the last), and deemed him a monumental effigy of truth.  Why it was I know

not, but the spirit moved me to repeat a tale told to me by a man who had

dwelt in the land too long to know better.  It was of the great bear that hugs the

steep slopes of St. Elias, never descending to the levels of the gentler inclines.

Now God so constituted this creature for its hillside habitat that the legs of one

side are all of a foot longer than those of the other.  This is mighty convenient,

as will be readily admitted.  So I hunted this rare beast in my own name, told it

in the first person, present tense, painted the requisite locale, gave it the

necessary garnishings and touches of verisimilitude, and looked to see the man

stunned by the recital.

Not he.  Had he doubted, I could have forgiven him.  Had he objected,

denying the dangers of such a hunt by virtue of the animal’s inability to turn

about and go the other way—had he done this, I say, I could have taken him by

the hand for the true sportsman that he was.  Not he.  He sniffed, looked on me,

and sniffed again; then gave my tobacco due praise, thrust one foot into my

lap, and bade me examine the gear.  It was a mucluc of the Innuit pattern,
sewed together with sinew threads, and devoid of beads or furbelows.  But it

was the skin itself that was remarkable. In that it was all of half an inch thick, it

reminded me of walrus-hide; but there the resemblance ceased, for no walrus

ever bore so marvellous a growth of hair.  On the side and ankles this hair was

well-nigh worn away, what of friction with underbrush and snow; but around

the top and down the more sheltered back it was coarse, dirty black, and very

thick.  I parted it with difficulty and looked beneath for the fine fur that is

common with northern animals, but found it in this case to be absent.  This,

however, was compensated for by the length.  Indeed, the tufts that had

survived wear and tear measured all of seven or eight inches.

I looked up into the man’s face, and he pulled his foot down and asked,

“Find hide like that on your St. Elias bear?”

I shook my head.  “Nor on any other creature of land or sea,” I answered

candidly.  The thickness of it, and the length of the hair, puzzled me.



“That,” he said, and said without the slightest hint of impressiveness, “that

came from a mammoth.”

“Nonsense!”  I exclaimed, for I could not forbear the protest of my unbelief.

“The mammoth, my dear sir, long ago vanished from the earth.  We know it

once existed by the fossil remains that we have unearthed, and by a frozen

carcass that the Siberian sun saw fit to melt from out the bosom of a glacier;

but we also know that no living specimen exists.  Our explorers—”

At this word he broke in impatiently.  “Your explorers?  Pish!  A weakly breed.

Let us hear no more of them.  But tell me, O man, what you may know of the

mammoth and his ways.”

Beyond contradiction, this was leading to a yarn; so I baited my hook by

ransacking my memory for whatever data I possessed on the subject in hand.

To begin with, I emphasized that the animal was prehistoric, and marshalled

all my facts in support of this.  I mentioned the Siberian sand bars that abounded

with ancient mammoth bones; spoke of the large quantities of fossil ivory

purchased from the Innuits by the Alaska Commercial Company; and

acknowledged having myself mined six and eight-foot tusks from the pay

gravel of the Klondike creeks.  “All fossils,” I concluded, “found in the midst of

debris deposited through countless ages.”

“I remember when I was a kid,” Thomas Stevens sniffed (he had a most

confounded way of sniffing), “that I saw a petrified watermelon.  Hence, though

mistaken persons sometimes delude themselves into thinking that they are

really raising or eating them, there are no such things as extant watermelons.”

“But the question of food,” I objected, ignoring his point, which was puerile

and without bearing.  “The soil must bring forth vegetable life in lavish abundance

to support so monstrous creations.  Nowhere in the North is the soil so prolific.

Ergo, the mammoth cannot exist.”

“I pardon your ignorance concerning many matters of this Northland, for

you are a young man and have travelled little; but, at the same time, I am

inclined to agree with you on one thing.  The mammoth no longer exists.  How

do I know?  I killed the last one with my own right arm.”

Thus spake Nimrod, the Mighty Hunter.  I threw a stick of firewood at the

dogs and bade them quit their unholy howling, and waited.  Undoubtedly this



liar of singular felicity would open his mouth and requite me for my St. Elias

bear.

“It was this way ‘ he at last began, after the appropriate silence had intervened.

“I was in camp one day—”

“Where?” I interrupted.

He waved his hand vaguely in the direction of the northeast, where stretched

a terra incognita into which vastness few men have strayed and fewer emerged.

“I was in camp one day with Klooch.  Klooch was as handsome a little kamooks
as ever whined betwixt the traces or shoved nose into a camp kettle.  Her

father was a full-blood Malemute from Russian Pastilik on Bering Sea, and I

bred her, and with understanding, out of a clean legged bitch of the Hudson

Bay stock.  I tell you, O man, she was a corker combination.  And now, on this

day I have in mind, she was brought to pup through a pure wild wolf of the

woods—gray, and long of limb, with big lungs and no end of staying powers.

Say!  Was there ever the like?  It was a new breed of dog I had started, and I

could look forward to big things.

“As I have said, she was brought neatly to pup, and safely delivered.  I was

squatting on my hams over the litter—seven sturdy, blind little beggars—when

from behind came a bray of trumpets and crash of brass.  There was a rush,

like the wind-squall that kicks the heels of the rain, and I was midway to my

feet when knocked flat on my face.  At the same instant I heard Klooch sigh,

very much as a man does when you’ve planted your fist in his belly.  You can

stake your sack I lay quiet, but I twisted my head around and saw a huge bulk

swaying above me.  Then the blue sky flashed into view and I got to my feet.  A

hairy mountain of flesh was just disappearing in the underbrush on the edge of

the open.  I caught a rear end glimpse, with a stiff tail, as big in girth as my body,

standing out straight behind.  The next second only a tremendous hole remained

in the thicket, though I could still hear the sounds as of a tornado dying quickly

away, underbrush ripping and tearing, and trees snapping and crashing.

“I cast about for my rifle.  It had been lying on the ground with the muzzle

against a log; but now the stock was smashed, the barrel out of line, and the

working-gear in a thousand bits.  Then I looked for the slut, and—and what do

you suppose?”

I shook my head.



“May my soul burn in a thousand hells if there was anything left of her!

Klooch, the seven sturdy, blind little beggars—one, all gone.  Where she had

stretched was a slimy, bloody depression in the soft earth, all of a yard in

diameter, and around the edges a few scattered hairs.”

I measured three feet on the snow, threw about it a circle, and glanced at

Nimrod.

“The beast was thirty long and twenty high,” he answered, “and its tusks

scaled over six times three feet.  I couldn’t believe, myself, at the time, for all

that it had just happened.  But if my senses had played me, there was the

broken gun and the hole in the brush.  And there was—or, rather, there was

not—Klooch and the pups.  O man, it makes me hot all over now when I think

of it.  Klooch!  Another Eve!  The mother of a new race!  And a rampaging,

ranting, old bull mammoth, like a second flood, wiping them, root and branch,

off the face of the earth!  Do you wonder that the blood-soaked earth cried out

to high God?  Or that I grabbed the hand-axe and took the trail?”

“The hand-axe?” I exclaimed, startled out of myself by the picture.  “The

hand-axe, and a big bull mammoth, thirty feet long, twenty feet—”

Nimrod joined me in my merriment, chuckling gleefully.  “Wouldn’t it kill

you?” he cried.  “Wasn’t it a beaver’s dream?  Many’s the time I’ve laughed

about it since, but at the time it was no laughing matter, I was that danged mad,

what of the gun and Klooch.  Think of it, O man!  A brand-new, unclassified,

uncopyrighted breed, and wiped out before ever it opened its eyes or took out

its intention papers!  Well, so be it.  Life’s full of disappointments, and rightly so.

Meat is best after a famine, and a bed soft after a hard trail.

“As I was saying, I took out after the beast with the hand-axe, and hung to its

heels down the valley; but when he circled back toward the head, I was left

winded at the lower end.  Speaking of grub, I might as well stop long enough to

explain a couple of points.  Up thereabouts, in the midst of the mountains, is an

almighty curious formation.  There is no end of little valleys, each like the other

much as peas in a pod, and all neatly tucked away with straight, rocky walls

rising on all sides.  And at the lower ends are always small openings where the

drainage or glaciers must have broken out.  The only way in is through these

mouths, and they are all small, and some smaller than others.  As to grub—

you’ve slushed around on the rain-soaked islands of the Alaskan coast down

Sitka way, most likely, seeing as you’re a traveller.  And you know how stuff



grows there—big, and juicy, and jungly.  Well, that’s the way it was with those

valleys.  Thick, rich soil, with ferns and grasses and such things in patches higher

than your head.  Rain three days out of four during the summer months; and

food in them for a thousand mammoths, to say nothing of small game for man.

“But to get back.  Down at the lower end of the valley I got winded and gave

over.  I began to speculate, for when my wind left me my dander got hotter and

hotter, and I knew I’d never know peace of mind till I dined on roasted

mammoth-foot.  And I knew, also, that that stood for skookum mamook
puka-puk—excuse Chinook, I mean there was a big fight coming.  Now the

mouth of my valley was very narrow, and the walls steep.  High up on one side

was one of those big pivot rocks, or balancing rocks, as some call them,

weighing all of a couple of hundred tons.  Just the thing.  I hit back for camp,

keeping an eye open so the bull couldn’t slip past, and got my ammunition.  It

wasn’t worth anything with the rifle smashed; so I opened the shells, planted

the powder under the rock, and touched it off with slow fuse.  Wasn’t much of

a charge, but the old boulder tilted up lazily and dropped down into place, with

just space enough to let the creek drain nicely. Now I had him.”

“But how did you have him?” I queried.  “Who ever heard of a man killing a

mammoth with a hand-axe?  And, for that matter, with anything else?”

“O man, have I not told you I was mad?” Nimrod replied, with a slight

manifestation of sensitiveness.  “Mad clean through, what of Klooch and the

gun?  Also, was I not a hunter?  And was this not new and most unusual game?

A hand-axe?  Pish!  I did not need it.  Listen, and you shall hear of a hunt, such

as might have happened in the youth of the world when caveman rounded up

the kill with hand-axe of stone.  Such would have served me as well.  Now is it

not a fact that man can outwalk the dog or horse?  That he can wear them out

with the intelligence of his endurance?”

I nodded.

“Well?”

The light broke in on me, and I bade him continue.

“My valley was perhaps five miles around.  The mouth was closed.  There

was no way to get out.  A timid beast was that bull mammoth, and I had him at

my mercy.  I got on his heels again, hollered like a fiend, pelted him with cobbles,



and raced him around the valley three times before I knocked off for supper.

Don’t you see?  A race-course!  A man and a mammoth!  A hippodrome, with

sun, moon, and stars to referee!

“It took me two months to do it, but I did it.  And that’s no beaver dream.

Round and round I ran him, me travelling on the inner circle, eating jerked

meat and salmon berries on the run, and snatching winks of sleep between.

Of course, he’d get desperate at times and turn.  Then I’d head for soft ground

where the creek spread out, and lay anathema upon him and his ancestry, and

dare him to come on.  But he was too wise to bog in a mud puddle.  Once he

pinned me in against the walls, and I crawled back into a deep crevice and

waited.  Whenever he felt for me with his trunk, I’d belt him with the hand-axe

till he pulled out, shrieking fit to split my ear drums, he was that mad.  He knew

he had me and didn’t have me, and it near drove him wild.  But he was no

man’s fool.  He knew he was safe as long as I stayed in the crevice, and he

made up his mind to keep me there.  And he was dead right, only he hadn’t

figured on the commissary.  There was neither grub nor water around that

spot, so on the face of it he couldn’t keep up the siege.  He’d stand before the

opening for hours, keeping an eye on me and flapping mosquitoes away with

his big blanket ears.  Then the thirst would come on him and he’d ramp round

and roar till the earth shook, calling me every name he could lay tongue to.

This was to frighten me, of course; and when he thought I was sufficiently

impressed, he’d back away softly and try to make a sneak for the creek.

Sometimes I’d let him get almost there—only a couple of hundred yards away

it was—when out I’d pop and back he’d come, lumbering along like the old

landslide he was.  After I’d done this a few times, and he’d figured it out, he

changed his tactics.  Grasped the time element, you see.  Without a word of

warning, away he’d go, tearing for the water like mad, scheming to get there

and back before I ran away.  Finally, after cursing me most horribly, he raised

the siege and deliberately stalked off to the water hole.

“That was the only time he penned me,—three days of it,—but after that the

hippodrome never stopped.  Round, and round, and round, like a six days’

go-as-I-please, for he never pleased.  My clothes went to rags and tatters, but I

never stopped to mend, till at last I ran naked as a son of earth, with nothing but

the old hand-axe in one hand and a cobble in the other.  In fact, I never stopped,

save for peeps of sleep in the crannies and ledges of the cliffs.  As for the bull,

he got perceptibly thinner and thinner—must have lost several tons at least—

and as nervous as a schoolmarm on the wrong side of matrimony.  When I’d

come up with him and yell, or lam him with a rock at long range, he’d jump like



a skittish colt and tremble all over.  Then he’d pull out on the run, tail and trunk

waving stiff, head over one shoulder and wicked eyes blazing, and the way

he’d swear at me was something dreadful.  A most immoral beast he was, a

murderer, and a blasphemer.

“But toward the end he quit all this, and fell to whimpering and crying like a

baby.  His spirit broke and he became a quivering jelly-mountain of misery.

He’d get attacks of palpitation of the heart, and stagger around like a drunken

man, and fall down and bark his shins.  And then he’d cry, but always on the

run.  O man, the gods themselves would have wept with him, and you yourself

or any other man.  It was pitiful, and there was so much of it, but I only

hardened my heart and hit up the pace.  At last I wore him clean out, and he lay

down, broken-winded, broken-hearted, hungry, and thirsty.  When I found he

wouldn’t budge, I hamstrung him, and spent the better part of the day wading

into him with the hand-axe, he a sniffing and sobbing till I worked in far enough

to shut him off.  Thirty feet long he was, and twenty high, and a man could sling

a hammock between his tusks and sleep comfortably.  Barring the fact that I

had run most of the juices out of him, he was fair eating, and his four feet,

alone, roasted whole, would have lasted a man a twelvemonth.  I spent the

winter there myself.”

“And where is this valley?” I asked.

He waved his hand in the direction of the northeast, and said: “Your tobacco is

very good.  I carry a fair share of it in my pouch, but I shall carry the recollection

of it until I die.  In token of my appreciation, and in return for the moccasins on

your own feet, I will present to you these muclucs.”  They commemorate Klooch

and the seven blind little beggars.  They are also souvenirs of an unparalleled

event in history, namely, the destruction of the oldest breed of animal on earth,

and the youngest.  And their chief virtue lies in that they will never wear out.”

Having effected the exchange, he knocked the ashes from his pipe, gripped

my hand good night, and wandered off through the snow.  Concerning this

tale, for which I have already disclaimed responsibility, I would recommend

those of little faith to make a visit to the Smithsonian Institute.  If they bring the

requisite credentials and do not come in vacation time, they will undoubtedly

gain an audience with Professor Dolvidson.  The muclucs are in his possession,
and he will verify, not the manner in which they were obtained, but the material of

which they are composed.  When he states that they are made from the skin of the

mammoth, the scientific world accepts his verdict.  What more would you have?
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It happened, one summer’s day, that Dan’l Webster and some of his friends

were out fishing.  That was in the high days of his power and his fame, when

the question wasn’t if he was going to be President but when he was going to

be President, and everybody at Kingston depot stood up when Dan’1 Webster

arrived to take the cars.  But in spite of being Secretary of State and the biggest

man in New England, he was just the same Dan’l Webster.  He bought his

Jamaica personal and in the jug at Colonel Sever’s store in Kingston, right

under a sign saying ENGLISH AND WEST INDIA GOODS, and he never was too

busy to do a hand’s turn for a friend.  And, as for his big farm at Marshfield, that

was just the apple of his eye.  He buried his favorite horses with their shoes on,

standing up, in a private graveyard, and wrote Latin epitaphs for them, and he

often was heard to say that his big Hungarian bull, Saint Stephen, had more

sense in his rear off hoof than most politicians.  But, if there was one thing he

loved better than Marshfield itself, it was the sea and the waters around it, for

he was a fisherman born.

This time, he was salt-water fishing in the Comet, well out of sight of land.  It

was a good day for fishing, not too hazy, but not too clear, and Dan’l Webster

enjoyed it, as he enjoyed everything in life, except maybe listening to the

speeches of Henry Clay.  He’d stolen a half-dozen days to come up to Marshfield,

and well he needed the rest, for we’d nearly gone to war with England the year

before, and now he was trying to fix up a real copper-riveted treaty that would

iron out all the old differences that still kept the two countries unfriendly.  And

that was a job, even for Dan’l Webster.  But as soon as he stepped aboard the

Comet, he was carefree and heartwhole. He had his real friends around him

and he wouldn’t allow a word of politics talked on the boat—though that rule

got broken this time, and for a good reason, as you’ll see.  And when he struck

his first cod, and felt the fish take the hook, a kind of big slow smile went over

his features, and he said, “Gentlemen, this is solid comfort.”  That was the kind

of man he was.

I don’t know how many there were of them aboard—half a dozen or so—

just enough for good company.  We’ll say there were George Blake and Rufus

Choate and young Peter Harvey and a boy named Jim Billings.  And, of course,

there was Seth Peterson, Dan’l’s boat captain, in his red flannel shirt, New En-



gland as cod and beach plums, and Dan’l Webster’s fast friend.  Dan’l happened

to be Secretary of State, and Seth Peterson happened to be a boat captain, but

that didn’t make any difference between them.  And, once the Comet left dock,

Seth Peterson ran the show, as it’s right that a captain should.

Well, they’d fished all morning and knocked off for a bite of lunch, and some

had had segars and snootes afterward, and some hadn’t, but in any case, it was

around midafternoon, and everybody was kind of comfortable and contented.

They still fished, and they fished well, but they knew in an hour or so they’d be

heading back for home with a fine catch on board.  So maybe there was more

conversation than Seth Peterson would have approved of earlier, and maybe

some jokes were passed and some stories told.  I don’t know, but you know

how it is when men get together at the end of a good day.  All the same, they

were still paying attention to their business—and I guess it was George Blake

that noticed it first.

“Dan’l,” he said, breathing hard, “I’ve got something on my line that pulls

like a Morgan horse.”

“Well, yank him in!” sang out Dan’l, and then his face changed as his own

line began to stiffen and twang.  “George,” he said, “I beat you! I got something

on my line that pulls like a pair of steers!”

“Give ‘em more line, Mr. Webster!” yells Seth Peterson, and Dan’l did.  But

at that, the line ran out so fast it smoked when it hit the water, and any hands

but Dan’l Webster’s would have been cut to the bone.  Nor you couldn’t see

where it went to, except Something deep in the waters must be pulling it out as

a cat pulls yarn from a ball.  The veins in Dan’l Webster’s arm stood out like

cords.  He played the fish and played the fish; he fought it with every trick he

knew.  And still the little waves danced and the other men gaped at the fight—

and still he couldn’t bring the Something to time.

“By the big elm at Marshfield!” he said at last, with his dark face glowing and

a fisherman’s pride in his eyes.  “Have I hooked on to a frigate with all sails set?

I’ve payed out a mile of my own particular line, and she still pulls like ten wild

horses.  Gentlemen, what’s this?”

And even as he said it, the tough line broke in two with a crack like a

musket-shot, and out of the deep of ocean, a mile away, the creature rose,

majestic.  Neighbors, that was a sight! Shaking the hook from its jaw, it rose,



the sea serpent of the Scriptures, exact and to specifications as laid down in

the Good Book, with its hairy face and its furlong on furlong of body, wallowing

and thrashing in the troubled sea.  As it rose, it gave a long low melancholy

hoot, like a kind of forsaken steamboat; and when it gave out that hoot, young

Jim Billings, the boy, fainted dead away on the deck.  But nobody even noticed

him—they were all staring at the sea serpent with bulging eyes.

Even Dan’l Webster was shaken.  He passed his hand for a moment across

his brow and gave a sort of inquiring look at the jug of Jamaica by the hatch.

“Gentlemen,” he said in a low voice, “the evidence—the ocular evidence

would seem to be conclusive.  And yet, speaking as a lawyer—”

“Thar she blows!  I never thought to see her again!” yells Seth Peterson, half

driven out of his mind by the sight, as the sea serpent roiled the waters.  “Thar

she blows, by the Book of Genesis!  Oh, why ain’t I got a harpoon?”

“Quiet, Seth,” said Dan’l Webster.  “Let us rather give thanks for being

permitted to witness this glorious and unbelievable sight.”  And then you could

see the real majesty of the man, for no sooner were the words out of his mouth

than the sea serpent started swimming straight toward the Comet.  She came

like a railway train and her wake boiled out behind her for an acre.  And yet,

there was something kind of skittish about her, too—you might say that she

came kind of shaking her skirts and bridling.  I don’t know what there was

about her that made you sure she was a female, but they were all sure.

She came, direct as a bullet, till you could count the white teeth shining in

her jaws.  I don’t know what the rest of them did—though doubtless some

prayers were put up in a hasty way—but Dan’l Webster stood there and faced

her, with his brow dark and his eyes like a sleepy lion’s, giving her glance for

glance.  Yes, there was a minute, there, when she lifted her head high out of

water and they looked at each other eye to eye.  They say hers were reddish

but handsome.  And then, just as it seemed she’d crash plumb through the

Comet, she made a wide wheel and turned.  Three times she circled the boat,

hooting lonesomely, while the Comet danced up and down like a cork on the

waves.  But Dan’l Webster kept his footing, one hand gripping the mast, and

whenever he got a chance, he fixed her with his eye.  Till finally, on the third

circuit, she gave one last long hoot—like twenty foghorns at once, it was, and

nearly deafened them all—and plunged back whence she’d come, to the

bottomless depths of the sea.



But even after the waters were calm again, they didn’t say anything for quite

a while.  Till, finally, Seth Peterson spoke.

“Well, Mr. Webster,” he said, “that one got away”—and he grinned a dry grin.

“Leviathan of the Scriptures!  Give me paper and pen,” said Dan’l Webster.

“We must write this down and attest it.”  And then they all began to talk.

Well, he wrote an account of just what they’d seen, very plain and honest.

And everybody there signed his name to it.  Then he read it over to them again

aloud.  And then there was another silence, while they looked at one another.

Finally, Seth Peterson shook his head, slow and thoughtful.

“It won’t do, Dan’l,” he said, in a deep voice.

“Won’t do?” said Dan’l Webster, with his eyes blazing.  “What do you mean,

Seth?”

“I mean it just won’t do, Dan’l,” said Seth Peterson, perfectly respectful, but

perfectly firm.  “I put it up to you, gentlemen,” he said, turning to the others.  “I

can go home and say I’ve seen the sea serpent.  And everybody’ll say, ‘Oh,

that’s just that old liar, Seth Peterson.’  But if it’s Dan’l Webster says so—can’t

you see the difference?”

He paused for a minute, but nobody said a word.  “Well, I can,” he said. He

drawled out the words very slow.  “Dan’l Webster—Secretary of State—sees

and talks to a sea serpent off Plymouth Bay.  Why, it would plumb ruin him!

And I don’t mind being ruint, but it’s different with Dan’l Webster.  Would you

vote for a man for President who claimed he’d saw the sea serpent?  Well,

would you?  Would anybody?”

There was another little silence, and then George Blake spoke.

“He’s right, Dan’l,” he said, while the others nodded.  “Give me that paper.”

He took it from Dan’l Webster’s hand and threw it in the sea.

“And now,” he said in a firm voice, “I saw cod.  Nothing but cod.  Except

maybe a couple of halibut.  Did any gentleman here see anything else?”



Well, at that, it turned out, of course, that nobody aboard had seen anything

but cod all day.  And with that, they put back for shore.  All the same, they all

looked over their shoulders a good deal till they got back to harbor.

And yet Dan’l Webster wasn’t too contented that evening, in spite of his fine

catch.  For, after all, he had seen the sea serpent, and not only seen her but

played her on the line for twenty-seven minutes by his gold repeater, and,

being a fisherman, he’d like to have said so.  And yet, if he did—Seth was right—

folks would think him crazy or worse.  It took his mind off Lord Ashburton and

the treaty with England—till, finally, he pushed aside the papers on his desk.

“Oh, a plague on the beast!” he said, kind of crossly.  “I’ll leave it alone and

hope it leaves me alone.”  So he took his candle and went up to bed.  But just

as he was dropping off to sleep, he thought he heard a long low hoot from the

mouth of Green Harbor River, two miles away.

The next night the hooting continued, and the third day there was a piece in

the Kingston paper about the new Government foghorn at Rocky Ledge.  Well,

the thing began to get on Dan’l Webster’s nerves, and when his temper was

roused he wasn’t a patient man.  Moreover, the noises seemed to disturb the

stock—at least his overseer said so—and the third night his favorite gray kicked

half the door out of her stall.  “That sea serpent’s getting to be an infernal

nuisance,” thought Dan’l Webster.  “I’ve got to protect my property.”  So, the

fourth night he put on his old duck-shooting clothes and took his favorite

shotgun, Learned Selden, and went down to a blind at the mouth of Green

Harbor River, to see what he could see.  He didn’t tell anybody else about his

intentions, because he still felt kind of sensitive about the whole affair.

Well, there was a fine moon that night, and sure enough, about eleven

o’clock, the sea serpent showed up, steaming in from ocean, all one continuous

wave length, like a giant garden hose.  She was quite a handsome sight, all

speckled with the moonlight, but Dan’l Webster couldn’t rightly appreciate it.

And just as she came to the blind, she lifted her head and looked sorrowfully in

the direction of Marshfield and let out a long low soulful hoot like a homesick

train.

Dan’l Webster hated to do it.  But he couldn’t have a sea serpent living in

Green Harbor River and scaring the stock—not to speak of the universal

consternation and panic there’d be in the countryside when such a thing was

known.  So he lifted Learned Selden and gave her both barrels for a starter, just



a trifle over her head.  And as soon as the gun exploded, the sea serpent let out

a screech you could hear a mile and headed back for open sea.  If she’d

traveled fast before, she traveled like lightning now, and it wasn’t any time

before she was just a black streak on the waters.

Dan’l Webster stepped out of the blind and wiped his brow.  He felt sorry,

but he felt relieved.  He didn’t think she’d be back, after that sort of scare, and

he wanted to leave everything shipshape before he went down to Washington,

next morning.  But next day when he told Seth Peterson what he’d done, he

didn’t feel so chipper.  For, “You shouldn’t have done that, Mr. Webster,” said

Seth Peterson, shaking his head, and that was all he would say except a kind of

mutter that sounded like “Samanthy was always particular set in her likes.”

But Dan’l didn’t pay any attention to that, though he remembered it later, and

he was quite short with Seth for the first time in their long relationship.  So Seth

shut up like a quahog, and Dan’l took the cars for Washington.

When he got there he was busy enough, for the British treaty was on the

boil, and within twenty-four hours he’d forgot all about the sea serpent.  Or

thought he had. But three days later, as he was walking home to his house on

Lafayette Square, with a senator friend of his, in the cool of the evening, they

heard a curious noise.  It seemed to come from the direction of the Potomac

River.

“Must have got a new whistle for the Baltimore night boat,” said the senator.

“Noisy too.”

“Oh, that’s just the bullfrogs on the banks,” said Dan’l Webster steadily.  But

he knew what it was, just the same, and his heart sank within him.  But nobody

ever called Dan’l Webster a coward.  So, as soon as he’d got rid of the senator,

he went down to the banks of the Potomac.  Well, it was the sea serpent, all

right.

She looked a little tired, as well she might, having swam from Plymouth

Bay.  But as soon as she saw Dan’l Webster, she stretched out her neck and

gave a long low loving hoot.  Then Dan’l knew what the trouble was and, for

once in his life, he didn’t know what to do.

But he’d brought along a couple of roe herring, in a paper, just in case; so he

fed them to her and she hooted, affectionate and grateful.  Then he walked

back to his house with his head bowed.  And that very night he sent a special



express letter to Seth Peterson at Marshfield, for, it seemed to him, Seth must

know more about the business than he let on.

Well, Seth got to Washington as fast as the cars would bring him, and the

very evening he arrived Dan’l sent him over to interview the serpent.  But when

Seth came back, Dan’l could see by his face that he hadn’t made much progress.

“Could you talk to her, Seth?” he said, and his voice was eager.  “Can she

understand United States?”

“Oh, she can understand it all right,” said Seth.

“She’s even picking up a few words.  They was always a smart family, those

Rock Ledge serpents, and she’s the old maid of the lot, and the best educated.

The only trouble with ‘em is, they’re so terrible sot in their ways.”

“You might have warned me, Seth,” said Dan’l Webster, kind of reproachful,

and Seth looked uncomfortable.

“Well, to tell you the truth,” he said, “I thought all of ‘em was dead.  Nor I

never thought she’d act up like this—her father was as respectable a serpent as

you’d see in a long summer’s day.  Her father—”

“Bother her father!” said Dan’l Webster and set his jaw.  “Tell me what she

says.”

“Well, Mr. Webster,” said Seth, and stared at his boots, “she says you’re

quite a handsome man.  She says she never did see anybody quite like you,” he

went on.  “I hate to tell you this, Mr. Webster, and I feel kind of responsible, but

I think you ought to know.  And I told you that you oughtn’t to have shot at her—

she’s pretty proud of that.  She says she knows just how you meant it.  Well, I’m

no great hand at being embarrassed, Mr. Webster, but, I tell you, she embarrassed

me.  You see, she’s been an old maid for about a hundred and fifty years, I

guess, and that’s the worst of it.  And being the last of her folks in those

particular waters, there’s just no way to restrain her—her father and mother

was as sensible, hard-working serpents as ever gave a feller a tow through a

fog, but you know how it is with those old families.  Well, she says wherever

you go, she’ll follow you, and she claims she wants to hear you speak before

the Supreme Court—”



“Did you tell her I’m a married man?” said Dan’l.  “Did you tell her that?”

“Yes, I told her,” said Seth, and you could see the perspiration on his fore-

head.  “But she says that doesn’t signify—her being a serpent and different—

and she’s fixing to move right in.  She says Washington’s got a lovely climate

and she’s heard all about the balls and the diplomatic receptions.  I don’t know

how she’s heard about them, but she has.”  He swallowed.  “I got her to

promise she’d kind of lie low for two weeks and not come up the Potomac by

daylight she was fixing to do that because she wants to meet the President.

Well, I got her to promise that much.  But she says, even so, if you don’t come

to see her once an evening, she’ll hoot till you do, and she told me to tell you

that you haven’t heard hooting yet.  And as soon as the fish market’s open, I

better run down and buy a barrel of flaked cod, Mr. Webster—she’s partial to

flaked cod and she usually takes it in the barrel.  Well, I don’t want to worry

you, Mr. Webster, but I’m afraid that we’re in a fix.”

“A fix!” said Dan’l Webster.  “It’s the biggest fix I ever was in in my life!”

“Well, it’s kind of complimentary, in a way, I guess,” said Seth Peterson,

“but—”

“Does she say anything else?” said Dan’l Webster, drawing a long breath.

“Yes, Mr. Webster,” said Seth Peterson, his eyes on his boots.  “She says

you’re a little shy.  But she says she likes that in a man.”

Dan’l Webster went to bed that night, but he didn’t sleep.  He worked and

worked those great brains of his till he nearly wore out the wheels, but he still

couldn’t think of a way to get rid of the sea serpent.  And just about the time

dawn broke, he heard one long low hoot, faithful and reminiscent, from the

direction of the Potomac.

Well, the next two weeks were certainly bad ones for him.  For, as the days

wore on, the sea serpent got more and more restive.  She wanted him to call

her Samanthy, which he wouldn’t, and she kept asking him when he was

going to introduce her into society, till he had to feed her Italian sardines in

olive oil to keep her quiet.  And that ran up a bill at the fish market that he hated

to think of—besides, her continually threatening to come up the Potomac by

day.  Moreover, and to put the cap on things, the great Webster-Ashburton

treaty that was to make his name as Secretary of State had struck a snag and



England didn’t seem at all partial to admitting the American claims.  Oh, it was

a weary fortnight and a troublesome one!

The last afternoon of the fortnight, he sat in his office and he didn’t know

where to turn.  For Lord Ashburton was coming to see him for a secret

conference that night at nine, and he had to see the sea serpent at ten, and

how to satisfy either of them he didn’t know.  His eyes stared wearily at the

papers on his desk.  He rang the bell for his secretary.

“The corvette Benjamin Franklin reports—” he said.  “This should have gone

to the Navy Department, Mr. Jones.”  Then he glanced at the naval report again

and his eyes began to glow like furnaces.  “By the bones of Leviathan!  I’ve got

it!” he said, with a shout.  “Where’s my hat, Mr. Jones.  I must see the President

at once!”

There was a different feeling about the house on Lafayette Square that

evening, for Dan’l Webster was himself again.  He cracked a joke with Seth

Peterson and took a glass of Madeira and turned it to the light.  And when Lord

Ashburton was announced—a nice, white-haired old gentleman, though a little

stiff in his joints—he received him with all the courtesy of a king.

“I am glad to see you so much restored, Mr. Webster,” said Lord Ashburton,

when the greetings had been exchanged.  “And yet I fear I bring you bad news.

Concerning clauses six and seven of the proposed treaty between Her Majesty’s

Government and the United States of America, it is my duty to state—”

“My lord, let us drop the clauses for a moment and take the wider view,”

said Dan’l Webster, smiling.  “This is a matter concerning the future welfare

and peace of two great nations.  Your government claims the right to search

our ships; that right we deny.  And our attitude seems to you preposterous.  Is

that not so?”

“I would hesitate to use the word ‘preposterous,’” said Lord Ashburton

cautiously.  “Yet—”

“And yet,” said Dan’l Webster, leaning forward, “there are things which may

seem preposterous, and yet are not.  Let me put a case.  Let us say that Great

Britain has the strongest navy afloat.”

“Britannia rules the waves,” said Lord Ashburton, with a noble smile.



“There were a couple she didn’t rule in 1812,” said Dan’l Webster, “but let

that pass.  Let me ask you, Lord Ashburton, and let me ask you solemnly, what

could even the power and might of Britain’s navy avail against Leviathan?”

“Leviathan?” said Lord Ashburton, rather coldly.  “Naturally, I understand

the Biblical allusion.  Yet—”

“The sea serpent,” said Dan’l Webster, kind of impatient.  “What could all

Britain’s navy do against the sea serpent out of the Scriptures?”

Lord Ashburton stared at him as if he had gone mad.  “God bless my soul,

Mr. Secretary!” he said.  “But I fail to see the point of your question.  The sea

serpent doesn’t exist!”

“Doesn’t he—I mean she?” said Dan’l Webster, calmly.  “And suppose I

should prove to you that it does exist?”

“Well, ‘pon my word!  God bless my soul!” said Lord Ashburton, kind of

taken aback.  “Naturally—in that case—however—but even so—”

Dan’l Webster touched a bell on his-desk. “Lord Ashburton,” he said,

kind of solemn, “I am putting my life, and what is dearer to me, my honor

and reputation, in your hands.  Nevertheless, I feel it necessary, for a better

understanding between our two countries.”

Seth Peterson came into the room and Dan’l nodded at him.

“Seth,” he said, “Lord Ashburton is coming with us to see Samanthy.”

“It’s all right if you say so, Mr. Webster,” said Seth Peterson, “but he’ll have

to help carry the sardines.”

“Well, ‘pon my word!  Bless my soul!  A very strange proceeding!” said Lord

Ashburton, but he followed along.

Well, they got to the banks of the Potomac, the three of them, and when

they were there, Seth whistled.  Samanthy was lying mostly under water,

behind a little brushy island, but when she heard the whistle, she began to

heave up and uncoil, all shining in the moonlight.  It was what you might call a

kind of impressive sight.  Dan’l Webster looked at Lord Ashburton, but Lord



Ashburton’s words seemed sort of stuck in his throat.

Finally he got them out.  “Bless my soul!” he said.  “You Americans are very

extraordinary!  Is it alive?”

But then all he could do was goggle, for Samanthy had lifted her head, and

giving a low friendly hoot, she commenced to swim around the island.

“Now, is that a sea serpent or isn’t it?” said Dan’l Webster, with a kind of

quiet pride.

“Indubitably,” said Lord Ashburton, staring through his eyeglass.  “Indubitably,”

and he kind of cleared his throat.  “It is, indeed and in fact, a serpent of the sea.

And I am asleep and in bed, in my room at the British Embassy.”  He pinched

himself.  “Ouch!” he said.  “No, I am not.”

“Would you call it sizable, for a sea serpent?” persisted Dan’l Webster.

Lord Ashburton stared again through his eyeglass.  “Quite,” he said.  “Oh,

yes, quite, quite!”

“And powerful?” asked Dan’l.

“I should judge so,” said Lord Ashburton, faintly, as the sea serpent swam

around and around the island and the waves of its wake broke crashing on

the bank.  “Yes, indeed, a very powerful engine of destruction.  May I ask what

it feeds upon?”

“Italian sardines, for preference,” said Dan’l.  “But that’s beside the point.”

He drew a long breath.  “Well, my lord,” he said, “we’re intending to commission

that sea serpent as a regular and acknowledged war vessel in the United States

Navy.  And then, where’s your wooden walls?”

Lord Ashburton, he was a diplomat, and his face didn’t change expression

as he stared first at the sea serpent and then at the face of Dan’l Webster.  But

after a while, he nodded.  “You need not labor the point, Mr. Secretary,” he

said.  “My government, I am sure, will be glad to reconsider its position on the

last two clauses and on the right of search.”

“Then I’m sure we can reach an agreement,” said Dan’l Webster, and wiped



the sweat from his brow.  “And now, let’s feed Samanthy.”

He whistled to her himself, a long musical whistle, and she came bounding

and looping in toward shore.  It took all three of them to heave her the barrel of

sardines and she swallowed it down in one gulp.  After that, she gave a hoot of

thanks and gratitude, and Lord Ashburton sat down on the bank for a minute

and took snuff.  He said that he needed something to clear his mind.

“Naturally,” he said, after a while, “Her Majesty’s Government must have

adequate assurances as to the good conduct of this—this lady.”  He’d meant to

say “creature” at first, but Samanthy rolled her eye at him just then, and he

changed the word.

“You shall have them,” said Dan’l Webster, and whistled Samanthy even

closer.  She came in kind of skittish, flirting her coils, and Lord Ashburton closed

his eyes for a minute.  But when Dan’l Webster spoke, it was in the voice that

hushed the Senate whenever he rose.

“Samanthy,” he said, “I speak to you now as Secretary of State of the United

States of America.”  It was the great voice that had rung in the Supreme Court

and replied to Hayne, and even a sea serpent had to listen respectful.  For the

voice was mellow and deep, and he pictured Samanthy’s early years as a

carefree young serpent, playing with her fellows, and then her hard life of toil

and struggle when she was left lone and lorn, till even Seth Peterson and Lord

Ashburton realized the sorrow and tragedy of her lonely lot.  And then, in the

gentlest and kindest way you could ask, he showed her where her duty lay.

“For, if you keep on hooting in the Potomac, Samanthy,” he said, “you’ll

become a public menace to navigation and get sat upon by the Senate Committee

for Rivers and Harbors.  They’ll drag you up on land, Samanthy, and put you in

the Smithsonian Institution; they’ll stick you in a stagnant little pool and

children will come to throw you peanuts on Sundays, and their nurses will

poke you with umbrellas if you don’t act lively enough.  The U. S. Navy will

shoot at you for target practice, Samanthy, and the scientists will examine you,

and the ladies of the Pure Conduct League will knit you a bathing suit, and

you’ll be bothered every minute by congressmen and professors and visitors

and foreign celebrities till you won’t be able to call your scales your own.  Oh,

yes, it’ll be fame, Samanthy, but it won’t be good enough.  Believe me, I know

something about fame and it’s begging letters from strangers and calls from

people you don’t know and don’t want to know, and the burden and wear and



tear of being a public character till it’s enough to break your heart.  It isn’t good

enough, Samanthy; it won’t give you back your free waters and your sporting in

the deep.  Yes, Samanthy, it’d be a remarkable thing to have you here in

Washington, but it isn’t the life you were meant for and I can’t take advantage

of your trust.  And now,” he said to Seth Peterson, “just what does she say?”

Seth Peterson listened, attentive, to the hootings.  “She says the Washington

climate isn’t what she thought it was,” he said.  “And the Potomac River’s too

warm; it’s bad for her sciatica.  And she’s plumb tired of sardines.”

“Does she say anything about me?” asked Dan’l Webster, anxiously.

“Well,” said Seth Peterson, listening, “she says—if you’ll excuse me, Mr.

Webster—that you may be a great man, but you wouldn’t make much of a sea

serpent.  She says you haven’t got enough coils.  She says—well, she says no

hard feelings, but she guesses it was a mistake on both sides.”

He listened again.  “But she says one thing,” he said.  “She says she’s got to

have recognition and a husband, if she has to take this Lord Ashburton.  She

says he doesn’t look like much, but he might get her introduced at Court.”

A great light broke over Dan’l’s face and his voice rang out like thunder.

“She shall have them both,” he said.  “Come here, Samanthy.  By virtue of the

authority vested in me as Secretary of State, and by special order of the

President of the United States and the Secretary of the Navy, as witness the

attached commission in blank which I now fill in with your name, I hereby

attach you to the United States Navy, to rank as a forty-four-gun frigate on

special duty, rating a rear admiral’s flag and a salute of the appropriate number

of guns, wherever encountered in American waters.  And, by virtue of the

following special order, I hereby order you to the South Seas, there to cruise

until further orders for the purpose of seeking a suitable and proper husband,

with all the rights, privileges, duties and appurtenances pertaining to said search

and said American citizenship, as aforesaid and Hail Columbia.  Signed John

Tyler, President.  With which is subjoined a passport signed by Daniel Webster,

Secretary of State, bidding all foreign nations let pass without hindrance the

American citizen, Samanthy Doe, on her lawful journeys and errands.”  He

dropped his voice for a moment and added reflectively, “The American corvette,

Benjamin Franklin, reports sighting a handsome young male sea serpent on

February third of the present year, just off the coast of the Sandwich Islands.

Said serpent had forty-two coils by actual count, and when last sighted was



swimming SSW at full speed.”

But hardly had he spoken when Samanthy, for the last time, lifted her head

and gave out a last long hoot.  She looked upon Dan’l Webster as she did so,

and there was regret in her eye.  But the regret was tinctured with eagerness

and hope.

Then she beat the water to a froth, and, before they really saw her go, she

was gone, leaving only her wake on the moonlit Potomac.

“Well,” said Dan’l Webster, yawning a little, “there we are.  And now, Lord

Ashburton, if you’ll come home with me, we can draw up that treaty.”

“Gladly,” said Lord Ashburton, brushing his coat with his handkerchief.  “Is

it really gone?  ‘Pon my soul!  You know, for a moment, I imagined that I

actually saw a sea serpent.  You have a very vivid way of putting things, Mr.

Webster.  But I think I understand the American attitude now, from the—er—

analogy you were pleased to draw between such a—er—fabulous animal and

the young strength of your growing country.”

“I was confident that you would appreciate it, once it was brought to your

attention,” said Dan’l Webster.  But he winked one eye at Seth Peterson, and

Seth Peterson winked back.

And I’ll say this for Dan’l Webster, too—he kept his promises.  All through

the time he was Secretary of State, he saw to it that the forty-four-gun frigate,

Samanthy Doe, was carried on a special account on the books of the Navy.  In

fact, there’s some people say that she’s still so carried, and that it was her give

Ericsson the idea for building the Monitor in the Civil War—if she wasn’t the

Monitor herself.  And when the White Fleet went around the world in Teddy

Roosevelt’s time—well, there was a lookout in the crow’s-nest of the flagship,

one still calm night, as they passed by the palmy isles of the South Seas.  And all

of a sudden, the water boiled, tremendous and phosphorescent, and there

was a pair of sea serpents and seven young ones, circling, calm and majestic,

three times around the fleet.  He rubbed his eyes and he stared, but there they

were.  Well, he was the only one that saw it, and they put him in the brig for it

next morning.  But he swore, till the day he died, they were flying the Stars and

Stripes.
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I.

One Does Not Always Eat What Is On The Table

By the light of a tallow candle which had been placed on one end of a rough

table a man was reading something written in a book.  It was an old account

book, greatly worn; and the writing was not, apparently, very legible, for the

man sometimes held the page close to the flame of the candle to get a stronger

light on it.  The shadow of the book would then throw into obscurity a half of

the room, darkening a number of faces and figures; for besides the reader,

eight other men were present.  Seven of them sat against the rough log walls,

silent, motionless, and the room being small, not very far from the table.  By

extending an arm any one of them could have touched the eighth man, who

lay on the table, face upward, partly covered by a sheet, his arms at his sides.

He was dead.

The man with the book was not reading aloud, and no one spoke; all seemed

to be waiting for something to occur; the dead man only was without expectation.

From the blank darkness outside came in, through the aperture that served for

a window, all the ever unfamiliar noises of night in the wilderness—the long

nameless note of a distant coyote; the stilly pulsing thrill of tireless insects in

trees; strange cries of night birds, so different from those of the birds of day; the

drone of great blundering beetles, and all that mysterious chorus of small sounds

that seem always to have been but half heard when they have suddenly ceased,

as if conscious of an indiscretion.  But nothing of all this was noted in that

company; its members were not overmuch addicted to idle interest in matters

of no practical importance; that was obvious in every line of their rugged faces—

obvious even in the dim light of the single candle.  They were evidently men of

the vicinity—farmers and woodsmen.

The person reading was a trifle different; one would have said of him that he

was of the world, worldly, albeit there was that in his attire which attested a

certain fellowship with the organisms of his environment.  His coat would hardly

have passed muster in San Francisco; his foot-gear was not of urban origin,

and the hat that lay by him on the floor (he was the only one uncovered) was

such that if one had considered it as an article of mere personal adornment he



would have missed its meaning.  In countenance the man was rather

prepossessing, with just a hint of sternness; though that he may have assumed

or cultivated, as appropriate to one in authority.  For he was a coroner.  It was

by virtue of his office that he had possession of the book in which he was

reading; it had been found among the dead man’s effects—in his cabin, where

the inquest was now taking place.

When the coroner had finished reading he put the book into his breast pocket.

At that moment the door was pushed open and a young man entered.  He,

clearly, was not of mountain birth and breeding: he was clad as those who

dwell in cities.  His clothing was dusty, however, as from travel.  He had, in fact,

been riding hard to attend the inquest.

The coroner nodded; no one else greeted him.

“We have waited for you,” said the coroner.  “It is necessary to have done

with this business to-night.”

The young man smiled.  “I am sorry to have kept you,” he said.  “I went

away, not to evade your summons, but to post to my newspaper an account of

what I suppose I am called back to relate.”

The coroner smiled.

“The account that you posted to your newspaper,” he said, “differs, probably,

from that which you will give here under oath.”

“That,” replied the other, rather hotly and with a visible flush, “is as you

please.  I used manifold paper and have a copy of what I sent.  It was not

written as news, for it is incredible, but as fiction.  It may go as a part of my

testimony under oath.”

“But you say it is incredible.”

“That is nothing to you, sir, if I also swear that it is true.”

The coroner was silent for a time, his eyes upon the floor.  The men about

the sides of the cabin talked in whispers, but seldom withdrew their gaze from

the face of the corpse.  Presently the coroner lifted his eyes and said: “We will

resume the inquest.”



The men removed their hats.  The witness was sworn.

“What is your name?” the coroner asked.

“William Harker.”

“Age?”

“Twenty-seven.”

“You knew the deceased, Hugh Morgan?”

“Yes.”

“You were with him when he died?”

“Near him.”

“How did that happen—your presence, I mean?”

“I was visiting him at this place to shoot and fish.  A part of my purpose,

however, was to study him and his odd, solitary way of life.  He seemed a good

model for a character in fiction.  I sometimes write stories.”

“I sometimes read them.”

“Thank you.”

“Stories in general—not yours.”

Some of the jurors laughed.  Against a sombre background humor shows

high lights.  Soldiers in the intervals of battle laugh easily, and a jest in the death

chamber conquers by surprise.

“Relate the circumstances of this man’s death,” said the coroner.  “You may

use any notes or memoranda that you please.”

The witness understood.  Pulling a manuscript from his breast pocket he

held it near the candle and turning the leaves until he found the passage that

he wanted began to read.



II.

What May Happen In A Field of Wild Oats

“... The sun had hardly risen when we left the house.  We were looking for

quail, each with a shotgun, but we had only one dog.  Morgan said that our best

ground was beyond a certain ridge that he pointed out, and we crossed it by a

trail through the chaparral.  On the other side was comparatively level ground,

thickly covered with wild oats.  As we emerged from the chaparral Morgan was

but a few yards in advance.  Suddenly we heard, at a little distance to our right

and partly in front, a noise as of some animal thrashing about in the bushes,

which we could see were violently agitated.

“‘We’ve started a deer,’ I said.  ‘I wish we had brought a rifle.’

“Morgan, who had stopped and was intently watching the agitated chaparral,
said nothing, but had cocked both barrels of his gun and was holding it in

readiness to aim.  I thought him a trifle excited, which surprised me, for he had a

reputation for exceptional coolness, even in moments of sudden and imminent

peril.

“‘O, come,’ I said.  ‘You are not going to fill up a deer with quail-shot, are you?’

“Still he did not reply; but catching a sight of his face as he turned it slightly

toward me I was struck by the intensity of his look.  Then I understood that we

had serious business in hand and my first conjecture was that we had ‘jumped’

a grizzly.  I advanced to Morgan’s side, cocking my piece as I moved.

“The bushes were now quiet and the sounds had ceased, but Morgan was

as attentive to the place as before,

“‘What is it?  What the devil is it?’ I asked.

“‘That Damned Thing!’ he replied, without turning his head.  His voice was

husky and unnatural.  He trembled visibly.

“I was about to speak further, when I observed the wild oats near the place

of the disturbance moving in the most inexplicable way.  I can hardly describe

it.  It seemed as if stirred by a streak of wind, which not only bent it, but pressed

it down—crushed it so that it did not rise; and this movement was slowly



prolonging itself directly toward us.

“Nothing that I had ever seen had affected me so strangely as this unfamiliar

and unaccountable phenomenon, yet I am unable to recall any sense of fear.  I

remember—and tell it here because, singularly enough, I recollected it then—

that once in looking carelessly out of an open window I momentarily mistook a

small tree close at hand for one of a group of larger trees at a little distance

away.  It looked the same size as the others, but being more distinctly and

sharply defined in mass and detail seemed out of harmony with them.  It was a

mere falsification of the law of aerial perspective, but it startled, almost terrified

me.  We so rely upon the orderly operation of familiar natural laws that any

seeming suspension of them is noted as a menace to our safety, a warning of

unthinkable calamity.  So now the apparently causeless movement of the

herbage and the slow, undeviating approach of the line of disturbance were

distinctly disquieting.  My companion appeared actually frightened, and I could

hardly credit my senses when I saw him suddenly throw his gun to his shoulder

and fire both barrels at the agitated grain!  Before the smoke of the discharge

had cleared away I heard a loud savage cry—a scream like that of a wild

animal—and flinging his gun upon the ground Morgan sprang away and ran

swiftly from the spot.  At the same instant I was thrown violently to the ground

by the impact of something unseen in the smoke—some soft, heavy substance

that seemed thrown against me with great force.

“Before I could get upon my feet and recover my gun, which seemed to

have been struck from my hands, I heard Morgan crying out as if in mortal

agony, and mingling with his cries were such hoarse, savage sounds as one

hears from fighting dogs.  Inexpressibly terrified, I struggled to my feet and

looked in the direction of Morgan’s retreat; and may Heaven in mercy spare

me from another sight like that!  At a distance of less than thirty yards was my

friend, down upon one knee, his head thrown back at a frightful angle, hatless,

his long hair in disorder and his whole body in violent movement from side to

side, backward and forward.  His right arm was lifted and seemed to lack the

hand—at least, I could see none.  The other arm was invisible.  At times, as my

memory now reports this extraordinary scene, I could discern but a part of his

body; it was as if he had been partly blotted out—I cannot otherwise express

it—then a shifting of his position would bring it all into view again.

“All this must have occurred within a few seconds, yet in that time Morgan

assumed all the postures of a determined wrestler vanquished by superior

weight and strength.  I saw nothing but him, and him not always distinctly.



During the entire incident his shouts and curses were heard, as if through an

enveloping uproar of such sounds of rage and fury as I had never heard from

the throat of man or brute!

“For a moment only I stood irresolute, then throwing down my gun I ran

forward to my friend’s assistance I had a vague belief that he was suffering

from a fit, or some form of convulsion.  Before I could reach his side he was

down and quiet.  All sounds had ceased, but with a feeling of such terror as

even these awful events had not inspired I now saw again the mysterious

movement of the wild oats, prolonging itself from the trampled area about the

prostrate man toward the edge of a wood.  It was only when it had reached the

wood that I was able to withdraw my eyes and look at my companion.  He was

dead.”

III.

A Man Though Naked May Be In Rags

The coroner rose from his seat and stood beside the dead man.  Lifting an

edge of the sheet he pulled it away, exposing the entire body, altogether naked

and showing in the candle-light a claylike yellow.  It had, however, broad

maculations of bluish black, obviously caused by extravasated blood from

contusions.  The chest and sides looked as if they had been beaten with a

bludgeon.  There were dreadful lacerations; the skin was torn in strips and shreds.

The coroner moved round to the end of the table and undid a silk handkerchief

which had been passed under the chin and knotted on the top of the head.

When the handkerchief was drawn away it exposed what had been the throat.

Some of the jurors who had risen to get a better view repented their curiosity

and turned away their faces.  Witness Harker went to the open window and

leaned out across the sill, faint and sick.  Dropping the handkerchief upon the

dead man’s neck the coroner stepped to an angle of the room and from a pile

of clothing produced one garment after another, each of which he held up a

moment for inspection.  All were torn, and stiff with blood.  The jurors did not

make a closer inspection.  They seemed rather uninterested.  They had, in

truth, seen all this before; the only thing that was new to them being Harker’s

testimony.

“Gentlemen,” the coroner said, “we have no more evidence, I think.  Your



duty has been already explained to you; if there is nothing you wish to ask you

may go outside and consider your verdict.”

The foreman rose—a tall, bearded man of sixty, coarsely clad.

“I should like to ask one question, Mr. Coroner,” he said.  “What asylum did

this yer last witness escape from?”

“Mr. Harker,” said the coroner, gravely and tranquilly, “from what asylum

did you last escape?”

Harker flushed crimson again, but said nothing, and the seven jurors rose

and solemnly filed out of the cabin.

“If you have done insulting me, sir,” said Harker, as soon as he and the

officer were left alone with the dead man, “I suppose I am at liberty to go?”

“Yes.”

Harker started to leave, but paused, with his hand on the door latch.  The

habit of his profession was strong in him—stronger than his sense of personal

dignity.  He turned about and said:

“The book that you have there—I recognize it as Morgan’s diary.  You seemed

greatly interested in it; you read in it while I was testifying.  May I see it?  The

public would like——”

“The book will cut no figure in this matter,” replied the official, slipping it

into his coat pocket; “all the entries in it were made before the writer’s death.”

As Harker passed out of the house the jury reentered and stood about the

table, on which the now covered corpse showed under the sheet with sharp

definition.  The foreman seated himself near the candle, produced from his

breast pocket a pencil and scrap of paper and wrote rather laboriously the

following verdict, which with various degrees of effort all signed:

“We, the jury, do find that the remains come to their death at the hands of a

mountain lion, but some of us thinks, all the same, they had fits.”



IV.

 An Explanation From The Tomb

In the diary of the late Hugh Morgan are certain interesting entries having,

possibly, a scientific value as suggestions.  At the inquest upon his body the

book was not put in evidence; possibly the coroner thought it not worth while

to confuse the jury.  The date of the first of the entries mentioned cannot be

ascertained; the upper part of the leaf is torn away; the part of the entry

remaining follows:

“... would run in a half-circle, keeping his head turned always toward the

centre, and again he would stand still, barking furiously.  At last he ran away

into the brush as fast as he could go.  I thought at first that he had gone mad, but

on returning to the house found no other alteration in his manner than what

was obviously due to fear of punishment.

“Can a dog see with his nose?  Do odors impress some cerebral centre with

images of the thing that emitted them? ...

“Sept. 2.—Looking at the stars last night as they rose above the crest of the

ridge east of the house, I observed them successively disappear—from left to

right.  Each was eclipsed but an instant, and only a few at the same time, but

along the entire length of the ridge all that were within a degree or two of the

crest were blotted out.  It was as if something had passed along between me

and them; but I could not see it, and the stars were not thick enough to define

its outline.  Ugh!  I don’t like this.” ...

Several weeks’ entries are missing, three leaves being torn from the book.

“Sept. 27.—It has been about here again—I find evidences of its presence

every day.  I watched again all last night in the same cover, gun in hand,

double-charged with buckshot.  In the morning the fresh footprints were there,

as before.  Yet I would have sworn that I did not sleep—indeed, I hardly sleep

at all.  It is terrible, insupportable!  If these amazing experiences are real I

shall go mad; if they are fanciful I am mad already.

“Oct. 3.—I shall not go—it shall not drive me away.  No, this is my house, my
land.  God hates a coward....



“Oct. 5.—I can stand it no longer; I have invited Harker to pass a few weeks

with me—he has a level head.  I can judge from his manner if he thinks me

mad.

“Oct. 7.—I have the solution of the mystery; it came to me last night—

suddenly, as by revelation.  How simple—how terribly simple!

“There are sounds that we cannot hear.  At either end of the scale are notes

that stir no chord of that imperfect instrument, the human ear.  They are too

high or too grave.  I have observed a flock of blackbirds occupying an entire

tree-top—the tops of several trees—and all in full song.  Suddenly—in a moment—

at absolutely the same instant—all spring into the air and fly away.  How?  They

could not all see one another—whole tree-tops intervened.  At no point could a

leader have been visible to all.  There must have been a signal of warning or

command, high and shrill above the din, but by me unheard.  I have observed,

too, the same simultaneous flight when all were silent, among not only blackbirds,

but other birds—quail, for example, widely separated by bushes—even on

opposite sides of a hill.

“It is known to seamen that a school of whales basking or sporting on the

surface of the ocean, miles apart, with the convexity of the earth between, will

sometimes dive at the same instant—all gone out of sight in a moment.  The

signal has been sounded—too grave for the ear of the sailor at the masthead

and his comrades on the deck—who nevertheless feel its vibrations in the ship

as the stones of a cathedral are stirred by the bass of the organ.

“As with sounds, so with colors.  At each end of the solar spectrum the

chemist can detect the presence of what are known as ‘actinic’ rays.  They

represent colors—integral colors in the composition of light—which we are

unable to discern.  The human eye is an imperfect instrument; its range is but a

few octaves of the real ‘chromatic scale.’  I am not mad; there are colors that

we cannot see.

“And, God help me!  the Damned Thing is of such a color!”
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I.

This is an extraordinary tale.  We had come up from the Cape, and owing to

the Trades heading us more than usual, we had made some hundreds of miles

more westing than I ever did before or since.

I remember the particular night of the happening perfectly.  I suppose what

occurred stamped it solid into my memory, with a thousand little details that,

in the ordinary way, I should never have remembered an hour.  And, of course,

we talked it over so often among ourselves that this, no doubt, helped to fix it

all past any forgetting.

I remember the mate and I had been pacing the weather side of the poop

and discussing various old shellbacks’ superstitions.  I was third mate, and it

was between four and five bells in the first watch, i.e. between ten and half-past.

Suddenly he stopped in his walk and lifted his head and sniffed several times.

“My word, mister,” he said, “there’s a rum kind of stink somewhere about.

Don’t you smell it?”

I sniffed once or twice at the light airs that were coming in on the beam;

then I walked to the rail and leaned over, smelling again at the slight breeze.

And abruptly I got a whiff of it, faint and sickly, yet vaguely suggestive of something

I had once smelt before.

“I can smell something, Mr. Lammart,” I said.  “I could almost give it name;

and yet somehow I can’t.”  I stared away into the dark to windward.  “What do

you seem to smell?” I asked him.

“I can’t smell anything now,” he replied, coming over and standing beside

me.  “It’s gone again.  No!  By Jove!  there it is again.  My goodness!  Phew!”

The smell was all about us now, filling the night air.  It had still that indefinable

familiarity about it, and yet it was curiously strange, and, more than anything

else, it was certainly simply beastly.



The stench grew stronger, and presently the mate asked me to go for’ard

and see whether the look-out man noticed anything.  When I reached the break

of the fo’c’s’le head I called up to the man, to know whether he smelled anything.

“Smell anythin’, sir?” he sang out.  “Jumpin’ larks!  I sh’u’d think I do.  I’m fair

p’isoned with it.”

I ran up the weather steps and stood beside him.  The smell was certainly

very plain up there, and after savouring it for a few moments I asked him whether

he thought it might be a dead whale.  But he was very emphatic that this could

not be the case, for, as he said, he had been nearly fifteen years in whaling

ships, and knew the smell of a dead whale, “like as you would the smell of bad

whiskey, sir,” as he put it.  “’Tain’t no whale yon, but the Lord He knows what

’tis.  I’m thinking it’s Davy Jones come up for a breather.”

I stayed with him some minutes, staring out into the darkness, but could see

nothing; for, even had there been something big close to us, I doubt whether I

could have seen it, so black a night it was, without a visible star, and with a

vague, dull haze breeding an indistinctness all about the ship.

I returned to the mate and reported that the look-out complained of the

smell, but that neither he nor I had been able to see anything in the darkness to

account for it.

By this time the queer, disgusting odour seemed to be in all the air about us,

and the mate told me to go below and shut all the ports, so as to keep the

beastly smell out of the cabins and the saloon.

When I returned he suggested that we should shut the companion doors, and

after that we commenced to pace the poop again, discussing the extraordinary

smell, and stopping from time to time to stare through our night-glasses out

into the night about the ship.

“I’ll tell you what it smells like, mister,” the mate remarked once, “and that’s

like a mighty old derelict I once went aboard in the North Atlantic.  She was a

proper old-timer, an’ she gave us all the creeps.  There was just this funny,

dank, rummy sort of century-old bilge-water and dead men an’ seaweed.  I

can’t stop thinkin’ we’re nigh some lonesome old packet out there; an’ a good

thing we’ve not much way on us!”



“Do you notice how almighty quiet everything’s gone the last half-hour or

so?” I said a little later.  “It must be the mist thickening down.”

“It is the mist,” said the mate, going to the rail and staring out.  “Good Lord,

what’s that?” he added.

Something had knocked his hat from his head, and it fell with a sharp rap at

my feet.  And suddenly, you know, I got a premonition of something horrid.

“Come away from the rail, sir!” I said sharply, and gave one jump and caught

him by the shoulders and dragged him back.  “Come away from the side!”

“What’s up, mister?” he growled at me, an twisted his shoulders free.  “What’s

wrong with you?  Was it you knocked off my cap?”  He stooped and felt around

for it, and as he did so I heard something unmistakably fiddling away at the rail

which the mate had just left.

“My God, sir!” I said “there’s something there.  Hark!”

The mate stiffened up, listening; then he heard it.  It was for all the world as

if something was feeling and rubbing the rail there in the darkness, not two

fathoms away from us.

“Who’s there?” said the mate quickly.  Then, as there was no answer: “What

the devil’s this hanky-panky?  Who’s playing the goat there?”  He made a swift

step through the darkness towards he rail, but I caught him by the elbow.

“Don’t go, mister!” I said, hardly above a whisper.  “It’s not one of the men.

Let me get a light.”

“Quick, then!” he said, and I turned and ran aft to the binnacle and snatched

out the lighted lamp.  As I did so I heard the mate shout something out of the

darkness in a strange voice.  There came a sharp, loud, rattling sound, and then

a crash, and immediately the mate roaring to me to hasten with the light.

His voice changed even whilst he shouted, and gave out somthing that was

nearer a scream than anything else.  There came two loud, dull blows and an

extraordinary gasping sound; and then, as I raced along the poop, there was a

tremendous smashing of glass and an immediate silence.

“Mr. Lammart!” I shouted.  “Mr. Lammart!”  And then I had reached the



place where I had left the mate for forty seconds before; but he was not there.

“Mr. Lammart!” I shouted again, holding the light high over my head and

turning quickly to look behind me.  As I did so my foot glided on some slippery

substance, and I went headlong to the deck with a tremendous thud, smashing

the lamp and putting out the light.

I was on my feet again in an instant.  I groped a moment for the lamp, and as

I did so I heard the men singing out from the maindeck and the noise of their

feet as they came running aft.  I found the broken lamp and realised it was

useless; then I jumped for the companion-way, and in half a minute I was back

with the big saloon lamp glaring bright in my hands.

I ran for’ard again, shielding the upper edge of the glass chimney from the

draught of my running, and the blaze of the big lamp seemed to make the

weather side of the poop as bright as day, except for the mist, that gave

something of a vagueness to things.

Where I had left the mate there was blood upon the deck, but nowhere any

signs of the man himself.  I ran to the weather rail and held the lamp to it.

There was blood upon it, and the rail itself seemed to have been wrenched by

some huge force.  I put out my hand and found that I could shake it.  Then I

leaned out-board and held the lamp at arm’s length, staring down over the

ship’s side.

“Mr. Lammart!” I shouted into the night and the thick mist.  “Mr. Lammart!

Mr. Lammart!”  But my voice seemed to go, lost and muffled and infinitely

small, away into the billowy darkness.

I heard the men snuffling and breathing, waiting to leeward of the poop.  I

whirled round to them, holding the lamp high,

“We heard somethin’, sir,” said Tarpley, the leading seaman in our watch.

“Is anythin’ wrong, sir?”

“The mate’s gone,” I said blankly.  “We heard something, and I went for the

binnacle lamp.  Then he shouted, and I heard a sound of things smashing, and

when I got back he’d gone clean.”  I turned and held the light out again over the

unseen sea, and the men crowded round along the rail and stared, bewildered.



“Blood, sir,” said Tarpley, pointing.  “There’s somethin’ almighty queer out

there.”  He waved a huge hand into the darkness.  “That’s what stinks—”

He never finished; for suddenly one of the men cried out something in a

frightened voice: “Look out, sir!  Look out, sir!”

I saw, in one brief flash of sight, something come in with an infernal flicker

of movement; and then, before I could form any notion of what I had seen, the

lamp was dashed to pieces across the poop deck.  In that instant my perceptions

cleared, and I saw the incredible folly of what we were doing; for there we

were, standing up against the blank, unknowable night, and out there in the

darkness there surely lurked some thing of monstrousness; and we were at its

mercy.  I seemed to feel it hovering—hovering over us, so that I felt the sickening

creep of gooseflesh all over me.

“Stand back from the rail!” I shouted.  “Stand back from the rail!”  There was

a rush of feet as the men obeyed, in sudden apprehension of their danger, and

I gave back with them.  Even as I did so I felt some invisible thing brush my

shoulder, and an indescribable smell was in my nostrils from something that

moved over me in the dark.

“Down into the saloon everyone!” I shouted.  “Down with you all!  Don’t

wait a moment!”

There was a rush along the dark weather deck, and then the men went

helter-skelter down the companion steps into the saloon, falling and cursing

over one another in the darkness.  I sang out to the man at the wheel to join

them, and then I followed.

I came upon the men huddled at the foot of the stairs and filling up the

passage, all crowding each other in the darkness.  The skipper’s voice was

filling the saloon, and he was demanding in violent adjectives the cause of so

tremendous a noise.  From the steward’s berth there came also a voice and the

splutter of a match, and then the glow of a lamp in the saloon itself.

I pushed my way through the men and found the captain in the saloon in his

sleeping gear, looking both drowsy and angry, though perhaps bewilderment

topped every other feeling.  He held his cabin lamp in his hand, and shone the

light over the huddle of men.



I hurried to explain, and told him of the incredible disappearance of the

mate, and of my conviction that some extraordinary thing was lurking near the

ship out in the mist and the darkness.  I mentioned the curious smell, and told

how the mate had suggested that we had drifted down near some old-time,

sea-rotted derelict.  And, you know, even as I put it into awkward words, my

imagination began to awaken to horrible discomforts; a thousand dreadful

impossibilities of the sea became suddenly possible.

The captain (Jeldy was his name) did not stop to dress, but ran back into his

cabin, and came out in a few moments with a couple of revolvers and a

handful of cartridges.  The second mate had come running out of his cabin at

the noise, and had listed intensely to what I had to say; and now he jumped

back into his berth and brought out his own lamp and a large Smith and Wesson,

which was evidently ready loaded.

Captain Jeldy pushed one of his revolvers into my hands, with some of the

cartridges, and we began hastily to load the weapons.  Then the captain caught

up his lamp and made for the stairway, ordering the men into the saloon out of

his way.

“Shall you want them, sir?” I asked.

“No,” he said. “It’s no use their running any unnecessary risks.”  He threw a

word over his shoulder: “Stay quiet here, men; if I want you I’ll give you a shout;

then come spry!”

“Aye, aye, sir,” said the watch in a chorus; and then I was following the

captain up the stairs, with the second mate close behind.

We came up through the companion-way on to the silence of the deserted

poop.  The mist had thickened up, even during the brief time that I had been

below, and there was not a breath of wind.  The mist was so dense that it

seemed to press in upon us, and the two lamps made a kind of luminous halo

in the mist, which seemed to absorb their light in a most peculiar way.

“Where was he?” the captain asked me, almost in a whisper.

“On the port side, sir,” I said, “a little foreside the charthouse and about a

dozen feet in from the rail.  I’ll show you the exact place.”



We went for’ard along what had been the weather side, going quietly and

watchfully, though, indeed, it was little enough that we could see, because of

the mist.  Once, as I led the way, I thought I heard a vague sound somewhere in

the mist, but was all unsure because of the slow creak, creak of the spars and

gear as the vessel rolled slightly upon an odd, oily swell.  Apart from this slight

sound, and the far-up rustle of the canvas slatting gently against the masts,

there was no sound of all throughout the ship.  I assure you the silence seemed

to me to be almost menacing, in the tense, nervous state in which I was.

“Hereabouts is where I left him,” I whispered to the captain a few seconds

later.  “Hold your lamp low, sir.  There’s blood on the deck.”

Captain Jeldy did so, and made a slight sound with his mouth at what he

saw.  Then, heedless of my hurried warning, he walked across to the rail, holding

his lamp high up.  I followed him, for I could not let him go alone; and the

second mate came too, with his lamp.  They leaned over the port rail and held

their lamps out into the mist and the unknown darkness beyond the ship’s

side.  I remember how the lamps made just two yellow glares in the mist,

ineffectual, yet serving somehow to make extraordinarily plain the vastitude of

the night and the possibilities of the dark.  Perhaps that is a queer way to put it,

but it gives you the effect of that moment upon my feelings.  And all the time,

you know, there was upon me the brutal, frightening expectancy of something

reaching in at us from out of that everlasting darkness and mist that held all the

sea and the night, so that we were just three mist-shrouded, hidden figures,

peering nervously.

The mist was now so thick that we could not even see the surface of the

water overside, and fore and aft of us the rail vanished away into the fog and

the dark.  And then, as we stood here staring, I heard something moving down

on the maindeck.  I caught Captain Jeldy by the elbow.

“Come away from the rail, sir,” I said, hardly above a whisper; and he, with

the swift premonition of danger, stepped back and allowed me to urge him

well inboard.  The second mate followed, and the three of us stood there in the

mist, staring round about us and holding our revolvers handily, and the dull

waves of the mist beating in slowly upon the lamps in vague wreathings and

swirls of fog.

“What was it you heard, mister?” asked the captain after a few moments.



“Ssst!” I muttered.  “There it is again.  There’s something moving down on

the maindeck!”

Captain Jeldy heard it himself now, and the three of us stood listening

intensely.  Yet it was hard to know what to make of the sounds.  And then

suddenly there was the rattle of a deck ringbolt, and then again, as if something

or someone were fumbling and playing with it.

“Down there on the maindeck!” shouted the captain abruptly, his voice

seeming hoarse close to my ear, yet immediately smothered by the fog.  “Down

there on the maindeck!  Who’s there?”

But there came never an answering sound.  And the three of us stood there,

looking quickly this way and that, and listening.  Abruptly the second mate

muttered something:

“The look-out, sir!  The look-out!”

Captain Jeldy took the hint on the instant.

“On the look-out there!” he shouted.

And then, far away and muffled-sounding, there came the answering cry of

the look-out man from the fo’c’sle head:

“Sir-r-r?” A little voice, long drawn out through unknowable alleys of fog.

“Go below into the fo’c’sle and shut both doors, an’ don’t stir out till you’re

told!” sung out Captain Jeldy, his voice going lost into the mist.  And then

the man’s answering “Aye, aye, sir!” coming to us faint and mournful.  And

directly afterwards the clang of a steel door, hollow-sounding and remote;

and immediately the sound of another.

“That puts them safe for the present, anyway,” said the second mate.  And

even as he spoke there came again that indefinite noise down upon the

maindeck of something moving with an incredible and unnatural stealthiness.

“On the maindeck there!” shouted Captain Jeldy sternly.  “If there is anyone

there, answer, or I shall fire!”



The reply was both amazing and terrifying, for suddenly a tremendous blow

was stricken upon the deck, and then there came the dull, rolling sound of

some enormous weight going hollowly across the maindeck.  And then an

abominable silence.

“My God!’ said Captain Jeldy in a low voice, “what was that?”  And he raised
his pistol, but I caught him by the wrist.  “Don’t shoot, sir!” I whispered.  “It’ll be

no good.  That—that—whatever it is I—mean it’s something enormous, sir.  I—

I really wouldn’t shoot .”  I found it impossible to put my vague idea into words;

but I felt there was a force aboard, down on the maindeck, that it would be

futile to attack with so ineffectual a thing as a puny revolver bullet.

And then, as I held Captain Jeldy’s wrist, and he hesitated, irresolute, there

came a sudden bleating of sheep and the sound of lashings being burst and the

cracking of wood; and the next instant a huge crash, followed by crash after

crash, and the anguished m-aa-a-a-ing of sheep.

“My God!” said the second mate, “the sheep-pen’s being beaten to pieces

against the deck.  Good God!  What sort of thing could do that?”

The tremendous beating ceased, and there was a splashing overside; and

after that a silence so profound that it seemed as if the whole atmosphere of

the night was full of an unbearable, tense quietness.  And then the damp slatting

of a sail, far up in the night, that made me start—a lonesome sound to break

suddenly through that infernal silence upon my raw nerves.

“Get below, both of you.  Smartly now!” muttered Captain Jeldy. “There’s

something run either aboard us or alongside; and we can’t do anything till

daylight.”

We went below and shut the doors of the companion-way, and there we

lay in the wide Atlantic, without wheel or look-out or officer in charge, and

something incredible down on the dark maindeck.

II.

For some hours we sat in the captain’s cabin talking the matter over whilst

the watch slept, sprawled in a dozen attitudes on the floor of the saloon.

Captain Jeldy and the second mate still wore their pyjamas, and our loaded

revolvers lay handy on the cabin table.  And so we watched anxiously through



the hours for the dawn to come in.

As the light strengthened we endeavoured to get some view of the sea from

the ports, but the mist was so thick about us that it was exactly like looking out

into a grey nothingness, that became presently white as the day came.

“Now,” said Captain Jeldy, “we’re going to look into this.”

He went out through the saloon to the companion stairs.  At the top he opened

the two doors, and the mist rolled in on us, white and impenetrable.  For a little

while we stood there, the three of us, absolutely silent and listening, with our

revolvers handy; but never a sound came to us except the odd, vague slatting

of a sail or the slight creaking of the gear as the ship lifted on some slow,

invisible swell.

Presently the captain stepped cautiously out on to the deck; he was in his

cabin slippers, and therefore made no sound.  I was wearing gum-boots, and

followed him silently, and the second mate after me in his bare feet.  Captain

Jeldy went a few paces along the deck, and the mist hid him utterly.  “Phew!”

I heard him mutter, “the stink’s worse than ever!”  His voice came odd and

vague to me through the wreathing of the mist.

“The sun’ll soon eat up all this fog,” said the second mate at my elbow, in a

voice little above a whisper.

We stepped after the captain, and found him a couple of fathoms away,

standing shrouded in the mist in an attitude of tense listening.

“Can’t hear a thing!” he whispered.  “We’ll go for’ard to the break, as quiet

as you like.  Don’t make a sound.”

We went forward, like three shadows, and suddenly Captain Jeldy kicked

his shin against something and pitched headlong over it, making a tremendous

noise.  He got up quickly, swearing grimly, and the three of us stood there in

silence, waiting lest any infernal thing should come upon us out of all that white

invisibility.  Once I felt sure I saw something coming towards me, and I raised

my revolver, but saw in a moment that there was nothing.  The tension of

imminent, nervous expectancy eased from us, and Captain Jeldy stooped over

the object on the deck.



“The port hencoop’s been shifted out here!” he muttered.  “It’s all stove!”

“That must be what I heard last night when the mate went,” I whispered.

“There was a loud crash just before he sang out to me to hurry with the lamp.”

Captain Jeldy left the smashed hencoop, and the three of us tiptoed silently

to the rail across the break of the poop.  Here we leaned over and stared down

into the blank whiteness of the mist that hid everything.

“Can’t see a thing,” whispered the second mate; yet as he spoke I could

fancy that I heard a slight, indefinite, slurring noise somewhere below us; and

I caught them each by an arm to draw them back.

“There’s something down there,” I muttered.  “For goodness’ sake come

back from the rail.”

We gave back a step or two, and then stopped to listen; and even as we did

so there came a slight air playing through the mist.

“The breeze is coming,” said the second mate.  “Look, the mist is clearing

already.”

He was right.  Already the look of white impenetrability had gone, and suddenly

we could see the corner of the after-hatch coamings through the thinning fog.

Within a minute we could see as far for’ard as the mainmast, and then the stuff

blew away from us, clear of the vessel, like a great wall of whiteness, that

dissipated as it went.

“Look!” we all exclaimed together.  The whole of the vessel was now clear

to our sight; but it was not at the ship herself that we looked, for, after one

quick glance along the empty maindeck, we had seen something beyond the

ship’s side.  All around the vessel there lay a submerged spread of weed, for,

maybe, a good quarter of a mile upon every side.

“Weed!” sang out Captain Jeldy in a voice of comprehension.  “Weed!  Look!

By Jove, I guess I know now what got the mate!”

He turned and ran to the port side and looked over.  And suddenly he stiffened

and beckoned silently over his shoulder to us to come and see.  We had followed,

and now we stood, one on each side of him, staring.



“Look!” whispered the captain, pointing.  “See the great brute!  Do you see

it?  There!  Look!”

At first I could see nothing except the submerged spread of the weed, into

which we had evidently run after dark.  Then, as I stared intently, my gaze

began to separate from the surrounding weed a leathery-looking something

that was somewhat darker in hue than the weed itself.

“My God!” said Captain Jeldy.  “What a monster!  What a monster!  Just look

at the brute!  Look at the thing’s eyes!  That’s what got the mate.  What a creature

out of hell itself!”

I saw it plainly now; three of the massive feelers lay twined in and out

among the clumpings of the weed; and then, abruptly, I realised that the

two extraordinary round disks, motionless and inscrutable, were the creature’s

eyes, just below the surface of the water.  It appeared to be staring, expressionless,

up at the steel side of the vessel.  I traced, vaguely, the shapeless monstrosity of

what must be termed its head.  “My God!” I muttered.  “It’s an enormous squid

of some kind!  What an awful brute!  What—”

The sharp report of the captain’s revolver came at that moment.  He had

fired at the thing, and instantly there was a most awful commotion alongside.

The weed was hove upward, literally in tons.  An enormous quantity was thrown

aboard us by the thrashing of the monster’s great feelers.  The sea seemed

almost to boil, in one great cauldron of weed and water, all about the brute,

and the steel side of the ship resounded with the dull, tremendous blows that

the creature gave in its struggle.  And into all that whirling boil of tentacles,

weed, and seawater the three of us emptied our revolvers as fast as we could

fire and reload.  I remember the feeling of fierce satisfaction I had in thus aiding

to avenge the death of the mate.

Suddenly the captain roared out to us to jump back, and we obeyed on the

instant.  As we did so the weed rose up into a great mound over twenty feet in

height, and more than a ton of it slopped aboard.  The next instant three of the

monstrous tentacles came in over the side, and the vessel gave a slow, sullen

roll to port as the weight came upon her, for the monster had literally hove

itself almost free of the sea against our port side, in one vast, leathery shape, all

wreathed with weed-fronds, and seeming drenched with blood and curious

black liquid.



The feelers that had come inboard thrashed round here and there, and

suddenly one of them curled in the most hideous, snake-like fashion around

the base of the mainmast.  This seemed to attract it, for immediately it curled

the two others about the mast, and forthwith wrenched upon it with such

hideous violence that the whole towering length of spars, through all their

height of a hundred and fifty feet, were shaken visibly, whilst the vessel herself

vibrated with the stupendous efforts of the brute.

“It’ll have the mast down, sir!” said the second mate, with a gasp.  “My God!

It’ll strain her side open!  My—”

“One of those blasting cartridges!” I said to Jeldy almost in a shout, as the

inspiration took me.  “Blow the brute to pieces!”

“Get one, quick!” said the captain, jerking his thumb towards the companion.

“You know where they are.”

In thirty seconds I was back with the cartridge.  Captain Jeldy took out his

knife and cut the fuse dead short; then, with a steady hand, he lit the fuse, and

calmly held it, until I backed away, shouting to him to throw it, for I knew it

must explode in another couple of seconds.

Captain Jeldy threw the thing like one throws a quoit, so that it fell into the

sea just on the outward side of the vast bulk of the monster.  So well had he

timed it that it burst, with a stunning report, just as it struck the water.  The

effect upon the squid was amazing.  It seemed literally to collapse.  The enormous

tentacles released themselves from the mast and curled across the deck

helplessly, and were drawn inertly over the rail, as the enormous bulk sank

away from the ship’s side, out of sight, into the weed.  The ship rolled slowly to

starboard, and then steadied.  “Thank God!” I muttered, and looked at the two

others.  They were pallid and sweating, and I must have been the same.

“Here’s the breeze again,” said the second mate, a minute later.  “We’re

moving.”  He turned, without another word, and raced aft to the wheel, whilst

the vessel slid over and through the weedfield.

“Look where that brute broke up the sheep-pen!” cried Jeldy, pointing.  “And

here’s the skylight of the sail-locker smashed to bits!”

He walked across to it, and glanced down.  And suddenly he let out a



tremendous shout of astonishment:

“Here’s the mate down here!” he shouted.  “He’s not overboard at all!  He’s

here!”

He dropped himself down through the skylight on to the sails, and I after

him; and, surely, there was the mate, lying all huddled and insensible on a

hummock of spare sails.  In his right hand he held a drawn sheath-knife, which

he was in the habit of carrying A. B. fashion, whilst his left hand was all caked

with dried blood, where he had been badly cut.  Afterwards, we concluded he

had cut himself in slashing at one of the tentacles of the squid, which had

caught him round the left wrist, the tip of the tentacle being still curled tight

about his arm, just as it had been when he hacked it through.  For the rest, he

was not seriously damaged, the creature having obviously flung him violently

away through the framework of the skylight, so that he had fallen in a studded

condition on to the pile of sails.

We got him on deck, and down into his bunk, where we left the steward to

attend to him.  When we returned to the poop the vessel had drawn clear of

the weed-field, and the captain and I stopped for a few moments to stare astern

over the taffrail.

As we stood and looked something wavered up out of the heart of the weed—

a long, tapering, sinous thing, that curled and wavered against the dawn-light,

and presently sank back again into the demure weed—a veritable spider of the

deep, waiting in the great web that Dame Nature had spun for it in the eddy of

her tides and currents.

And we sailed away northwards, with strengthening “trades,” and left that

patch of monstrousness to the loneliness of the sea.
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The man with the scarred face leant over the table and looked at my bundle.

“Orchids?” he asked.

“A few,” I said.

“Cypripediums?” he said.

“Chiefly,” said I.

“Anything new?—I thought not.  I did these islands twenty-five—twenty-seven

years ago.  If you find anything new here—well, it’s brand new.  I didn’t leave

much.”

“I’m not a collector,” said I.

“I was young then,” he went on.  “Lord! how I used to fly round.”  He seemed

to take my measure.  “I was in the East Indies two years, and in Brazil seven.

Then I went to Madagascar. “

“I know a few explorers by name,” I said anticipating a yarn.  “Who did you

collect for?”

“Dawsons.  I wonder if you’ve heard the name of Butcher ever?”

“Butcher—Butcher?”  The name seemed vaguely present in my memory;

then I recalled Butcher v. Dawson.  “Why!” said I, “you are the man who sued

them for four years’ salary— got cast away on a desert island—”

“Your servant,” said the man with the scar, bowing.  “Funny case, wasn’t it?

Here was me, making a little fortune on that island, doing nothing for it neither,

and them quite unable to give me notice.  It often used to amuse me thinking

over it while I was there. I did calculations of it—big—all over the blessed atoll

in ornamental figuring.”



“How did it happen?” said I.  “I don’t rightly remember the case.”

“Well—you’ve heard of the Æpyornis?”

“Rather.  Andrews was telling me of a new species he was working on only

a month or so ago.  Just before I sailed.  They’ve got a thigh bone, it seems,

nearly a yard long.  Monster the thing must have been!”

“I believe you,” said the man with the scar.  “It was a monster.  Sinbad’s roc

was just a legend of ‘em.  But when did they find these bones?”

“Three or four years ago—‘91 I fancy.  Why?”

“Why?—Because I found ‘em—Lord!— it’s nearly twenty years ago.  If

Dawsons hadn’t been silly about that salary they might have made a perfect

ring in ‘em.—I couldn’t help the infernal boat going adrift.”

He paused.  “I suppose it’s the same place.  A kind of swamp about ninety

miles north of Antananarivo.  Do you happen to know?  You have to go to it

along the coast by boats.  You don’t happen to remember, perhaps? “

“I don’t.  I fancy Andrews said something about a swamp.”

“It must be the same.  It’s on the east coast.  And somehow there’s something

in the water that keeps things from decaying.  Like creosote it smells.  It

reminded me of Trinidad.  Did they get any more eggs?  Some of the eggs I

found were a foot and a half long.  The swamp goes circling round, you know,

and cuts off this bit.  It’s mostly salt, too.  Well— What a time I had of it!  I found

the things quite by accident.  We went for eggs, me and two native chaps, in

one of those rum canoes all tied together, and found the bones at the same

time.  We had a tent and provisions for four days, and we pitched on one of the

firmer places.  To think of it brings that odd tarry smell back even now.  It’s

funny work.  You go probing into the mud with iron rods, you know.  Usually

the egg gets smashed.  I wonder how long it is since these Æpyornises really

lived.  The missionaries say the natives have legends about when they were

alive, but I never heard any such stories myself. 11111  But certainly those eggs we

11111 No European is known to have seen a live Æpyornis, with the doubtful exception of

MacAndrew, who visited Madagascar in 1745. H. G. W.



got were as fresh as if they had been new-laid.  Fresh!  Carrying them down to

the boat one of my [negro] chaps dropped one on a rock and it smashed.  How

I lammed into the beggar!  But sweet it was as if it was new-laid, not even

smelly, and its mother dead these four hundred years perhaps.  Said a centipede

had bit him.  However, I’m getting off the straight with the story.  It had taken us

all day to dig into the slush and get these eggs out unbroken, and we were all

covered with beastly black mud, and naturally I was cross.  So far as I knew

they were the only eggs that had ever been got out not even cracked.  I went

afterwards to see the ones they have at the Natural History Museum in London:

all of them were cracked and just stuck together like a mosaic, and bits

missing.  Mine were perfect, and I meant to blow them when I got back.

Naturally I was annoyed at the silly devil dropping three hours’ work just on

account of a centipede.  I hit him about rather.”

The man with the scar took out a clay pipe.  I placed my pouch before him.

He filled up absent-mindedly.

“How about the others?  Did you get those home?  I don’t remember—”

“That’s the queer part of the story.  I had three others.  Perfectly fresh eggs.

Well, we put ‘em in the boat, and then I went up to the tent to make some

coffee, leaving my two heathens down by the beach—the one fooling about

with his sting and the other helping him.  It never occurred to me that the

beggars would take advantage of the peculiar position I was in to pick a

quarrel.  But I suppose the centipede poison and the kicking I’d given him had

upset the one—he was always a cantankerous sort—and he persuaded the

other.

“I remember I was sitting and smoking and boiling up the water over a

spirit-lamp business I used to take on these expeditions.  Incidentally I was

admiring the swamp under the sunset.  All black and blood red it was, in

streaks—a beautiful sight.  And up beyond, the land rose grey and hazy to the

hills, and the sky behind them red, like a furnace mouth.  And fifty yards behind

the back of me was these blessed heathen—quite regardless of the tranquil air

of things— plotting to cut off with the boat and leave me all alone with three

days’ provisions and a canvas tent, and nothing to drink whatsoever, beyond a

little keg of water.  I heard a kind of yelp behind me, and there they were in this

canoe affair—it wasn’t properly a boat—and perhaps twenty yards from land.  I

realised what was up in a moment.  My gun was in the tent, and besides I had

no bullets—only duck shot.  They knew that.  But I had a little revolver in my



pocket and I pulled that out as I ran down to the beach.

“‘Come back!’ says I, flourishing it.

“They jabbered something at me, and the man that broke the egg jeered.  I

aimed at the other—because he was unwounded and had the paddle, and I

missed.  They laughed.  However, I wasn’t beat.  I knew I had to keep cool, and

I tried him again and made him jump with the whang of it.  The third time I got

his head, and over he went, and the paddle with him.  It was a precious lucky

shot for a revolver.  I reckon it was fifty yards.  He went right under.  I don’t

know if he was shot, or simply stunned and drowned.  Then I began to shout to

the other chap to come back, but he huddled up in the canoe and refused to

answer.  So I fired out my revolver at him and never got near him.

“I felt a precious fool, I can tell you.  There I was on this rotten, black beach,

flat swamp all behind me, and the flat sea, cold after the sunset, and just this

black canoe drifting steadily out to sea.  I tell you I damned Dawsons and

Jamrachs and Museums and all the rest of it just to rights.  I bawled to this

nigger to come back, until my voice went up into a scream.

“There was nothing for it but to swim after him and take my luck with the

sharks.  So I opened my clasp-knife and put it in my mouth and took off my

clothes and waded in.  As soon as I was in the water I lost sight of the canoe,

but I aimed, as I judged, to head it off.  I hoped the man in it was too bad to

navigate it, and that it would keep on drifting in the same direction.  Presently it

came up over the horizon again to the south-westward about.  The afterglow of

sunset was well over now and the dim of night creeping up.  The stars were

coming through the blue. I swam like a champion, though my legs and arms

were soon aching.

“However, I came up to him by the time the stars were fairly out.  As it

got darker I began to see all manner of glowing things in the water—

phosphorescence, you know.  At times it made me giddy. I hardly knew which

was stars and which was phosphorescence, and whether I was swimming on

my head or my heels.  The canoe was as black as sin, and the ripple under the

bows like liquid fire.  I was naturally chary of clambering up into it.  I was

anxious to see what he was up to first.  He seemed to be lying cuddled up in a

lump in the bows, and the stern was all out of water.  The thing kept turning

round slowly as it drifted—kind of waltzing, don’t you know.  I went to the stern

and pulled it down, expecting him to wake up.  Then I began to clamber in



with my knife in my hand, and ready for a rush.  But he never stirred.  So there

I sat in the stern of the little canoe, drifting away over the calm phosphorescent

sea, and with all the host of the stars above me, waiting for something to happen.

“After a long time I called him by name, but he never answered.  I was too

tired to take any risks by going along to him.  So we sat there. I fancy I dozed

once or twice.  When the dawn came I saw he was as dead as a doornail and

all puffed up and purple.  My three eggs and the bones were lying in the middle

of the canoe, and the keg of water and some coffee and biscuits wrapped in a

Cape ‘Argus’ by his feet, and a tin of methylated spirit underneath him.  There

was no paddle; nor in fact anything except the spirit tin that one could use as

one, so I settled to drift until I was picked up.  I held an inquest on him, brought

in a verdict against some snake, scorpion or centipede unknown, and sent him

overboard.

“After that I had a drink of water and a few biscuits, and took a look round.

I suppose a man low down as I was don’t see very far; leastways, Madagascar

was clean out of sight, and any trace of land at all.  I saw a sail going

south-westward—looked like a schooner, but her hull never came up.  Presently

the sun got high in the sky and began to beat down upon me.  Lord!—it pretty

near made my brains boil.  I tried dipping my head in the sea, but after a while

my eye fell on the Cape ‘Argus,’ and I lay down flat in the canoe and spread this

over me.  Wonderful things these newspapers.  I never read one through

thoroughly before, but it’s odd what you get up to when you’re alone, as I was.

I suppose I read that blessed old Cape ‘Argus’ twenty times.  The pitch in the

canoe simply reeked with the heat and rose up into big blisters.

“I drifted ten days,” said the man with the scar.  “It’s a little thing in the

telling, isn’t it?  Every day was like the last.  Except in the morning and the

evening I never kept a look-out even—the blaze was so infernal.  I didn’t see a

sail after the first three days, and those I saw took no notice of me.  About the

sixth night a ship went by scarcely half a mile away from me, with all its lights

ablaze and its ports open, looking like a big firefly.  There was music aboard.  I

stood up and shouted and screamed at it.  The second day I broached one of

the Æpyornis eggs, scraped the shell away at the end bit by bit, and tried it, and

I was glad to find it was good enough to eat.  A bit flavoury—not bad, I mean,

but with something of the taste of a duck’s egg.  There was a kind of circular

patch about six inches across on one side of the yolk, and with streaks of blood

and a white mark like a ladder in it that I thought queer, but I didn’t understand

what this meant at the time, and I wasn’t inclined to be particular.  The egg



lasted me three days, with biscuits and a drink of water.  I chewed coffee

berries too—invigorating stuff.  The second egg I opened about the eighth day.

And it scared me.”

The man with the scar paused. “Yes,” he said—”developing.

“I daresay you find it hard to believe.  I did, with the thing before me.  There

the egg had been, sunk in that cold black mud, perhaps three hundred years.

But there was no mistaking it.  There was the—what is it?—embryo, with its big

head and curved back and its heart beating under its throat, and the yolk

shrivelled up and great membranes spreading inside of the shell and all over

the yolk.  Here was I hatching out the eggs of the biggest of all extinct birds, in

a little canoe in the midst of the Indian Ocean.  If old Dawson had known that!

It was worth four years’ salary.  What do you think?

“However, I had to eat that precious thing up, every bit of it, before I sighted

the reef, and some of the mouthfuls were beastly unpleasant.  I left the third

one alone.  I held it up to the light, but the shell was too thick for me to get any

notion of what might be happening inside; and though I fancied I heard blood

pulsing, it might have been the rustle in my own ears, like what you listen to in

a seashell.

“Then came the atoll. Came out of the sunrise, as it were, suddenly, close

up to me.  I drifted straight towards it until I was about half a mile from shore—

not more, and then the current took a turn, and I had to paddle as hard as I

could with my hands and bits of the Æpyornis shell to make the place.  However,

I got there.  It was just a common atoll about four miles round, with a few trees

growing and a spring in one place and the lagoon full of parrot fish.  I took the

egg ashore and put it in a good place well above the tide lines and in the sun, to

give it all the chance I could, and pulled the canoe up safe, and loafed about

prospecting. It’s rum how dull an atoll is.  When I was a kid I thought nothing

could be finer or more adventurous than the Robinson Crusoe business, but

that place was as monotonous as a book of sermons.  I went round finding

eatable things and generally thinking; but I tell you I was bored to death before

the first day was out. It shows my luck—the very day I landed the weather

changed.  A thunderstorm went by to the north and flicked its wing over the

island, and in the night there came a drencher and a howling wind slap over

us. It wouldn’t have taken much, you know, to upset that canoe.

“I was sleeping under the canoe, and the egg was luckily among the sand



higher up the beach, and the first thing I remember was a sound like a hundred

pebbles hitting the boat at once and a rush of water over my body. I’d been

dreaming of Antananarivo, and I sat up and holloaed to Intoshi to ask her what

the devil was up, and clawed out at the chair where the matches used to be.

Then I remembered where I was.  There were phosphorescent waves rolling

up as if they meant to eat me, and all the rest of the night as black as pitch.  The

air was simply yelling.  The clouds seemed down on your head almost, and the

rain fell as if heaven was sinking and they were baling out the waters above the

firmament.  One great roller came writhing at me, like a fiery serpent, and I

bolted.  Then I thought of the canoe, and ran down to it as the water went

hissing back again, but the thing had gone.  I wondered about the egg then, and

felt my way to it.  It was all right and well out of reach of the maddest waves, so I sat

down beside it and cuddled it for company.  Lord!  What a night that was!

“The storm was over before the morning.  There wasn’t a rag of cloud left in

the sky when the dawn came, and all along the beach there were bits of plank

scattered—which was the disarticulated skeleton, so to speak, of my canoe.

However, that gave me something to do, for, taking advantage of two of the

trees being together, I rigged up a kind of storm shelter with these vestiges.

And that day the egg hatched.

“Hatched, sir, when my head was pillowed on it and I was asleep.  I heard a

whack and felt a jar and sat up, and there was the end of the egg pecked out

and a rum little brown head looking out at me.  ‘Lord!’ I said, ‘you’re welcome,’

and with a little difficulty he came out.

“He was a nice friendly little chap, at first, about the size of a small hen—

very much like most other young birds, only bigger.  His plumage was a dirty

brown to begin with, with a sort of grey scab that fell off it very soon, and scarcely

feathers—a kind of downy hair.  I can hardly express how pleased I was to see

him.  I tell you, Robinson Crusoe don’t make near enough of his loneliness.  But

here was interesting company.  He looked at me and winked his eye from the

front backwards like a hen, and gave a chirp and began to peck about at once,

as though being hatched three hundred years too late was just nothing.  ‘Glad

to see you, Man Friday!’ says I, for I had naturally settled he was to be called

Man Friday if ever he was hatched, as soon as ever I found the egg in the canoe

had developed.  I was a bit anxious about his feed, so I gave him a lump of raw

parrot fish at once.  He took it and opened his beak for more.  I was glad of that,

for, under the circumstances, if he’d been fanciful, I should have had to eat

him after all.



“You’d be surprised what an interesting bird that Æpyornis chick was.  He

followed me about from the very beginning.  He used to stand by me and watch

while I fished in the lagoon and go shares in anything I caught.  And he was

sensible, too.  There were nasty green warty things, like pickled gherkins, used

to lie about on the beach, and he tried one of these and it upset him.  He never

even looked at any of them again.

“And he grew.  You could almost see him grow.  And as I was never much of

a society man, his quiet, friendly ways suited me to a T.  For nearly two years

we were as happy as we could be on that island.  I had no business worries, for

I knew my salary was mounting up at Dawsons’.  We would see a sail now and

then, but nothing ever came near us.  I amused myself too by decorating the

island with designs worked in sea-urchins and fancy shells of various kinds.  I

put ÆPYORNIS ISLAND all round the place very nearly, in big letters, like what

you see done with coloured stones at railway stations in the old country.  And I

used to lie watching the blessed bird stalking round and growing, growing, and

think how I could make a living out of him by showing him about if ever I got

taken off.  After his first moult he began to get handsome, with a crest and a

blue wattle, and a lot of green feathers at the behind of him.  And then I used to

puzzle whether Dawsons had any right to claim him or not.  Stormy weather

and in the rainy season we lay snug under the shelter I had made out of the old

canoe, and I used to tell him lies about my friends at home. It was a kind of

idyll, you might say.  If only I had had some tobacco it would have been simply

just like Heaven.

“It was about the end of the second year our little Paradise went wrong.

Friday was then about fourteen feet high to the bill of him, with a big broad

head like the end of a pickaxe, and two huge brown eyes with yellow rims

set together like a man’s—not out of sight of each other like a hen’s.  His

plumage was fine—none of the half mourning style of your ostrich—more

like a cassowary as far as colour and texture go.  And then it was he began to

cock his comb at me and give himself airs and show signs of a nasty temper.

“At last came a time when my fishing had been rather unlucky and he

began to hang about me in a queer, meditative way.  I thought he might have

been eating sea-cucumbers or something, but it was really just discontent on

his part.  I was hungry too, and when at last I landed a fish I wanted it for myself.

Tempers were short that morning on both sides.  He pecked at it and grabbed

it, and I gave him a whack on the head to make him leave go.  And at that he

went for me.  Lord!



“He gave me this in the face.”  The man indicated his scar.  “Then he kicked

me.  It was like a cart horse. I got up, and seeing he hadn’t finished I started off

full tilt with my arms doubled up over my face.  But he ran on those gawky legs

of his faster than a race horse, and kept landing out at me with sledge-hammer

kicks, and bringing his pickaxe down on the back of my head.  I made for the

lagoon, and went in up to my neck.  He stopped at the water, for he hated

getting his feet wet, and began to make a shindy, something like a peacock’s,

only hoarser.  He started strutting up and down the beach.  I’ll admit I felt small

to see this blessed fossil lording it there.  And my head and face were all

bleeding, and—well, my body just one jelly of bruises.

“I decided to swim across the lagoon and leave him alone for a bit, until the

affair blew over.  I shinned up the tallest palm-tree and sat there thinking of it

all.  I don’t suppose I ever felt so hurt by anything before or since.  It was the

brutal ingratitude of the creature.  I’d been more than a brother to him.  I’d

hatched him.  Educated him.  A great, gawky, out-of-date bird!  And me a

human being—heir of the ages and all that.

“I thought after a time he’d begin to see things in that light himself, and feel

a little sorry for his behaviour.  I thought if I was to catch some nice little bits of

fish, perhaps, and go to him presently in a casual kind of way, and offer them to

him, he might do the sensible thing.  It took me some time to learn how

unforgiving and cantankerous an extinct bird can be.  Malice!

“I won’t tell you all the little devices I tried to get that bird round again.  I

simply can’t.  It makes my cheek burn with shame even now to think of the

snubs and buffets I had from this infernal curiosity.  I tried violence.  I chucked

lumps of coral at him from a safe distance, but he only swallowed them.  I

shied my open knife at him and almost lost it, though it was too big for him to

swallow.  I tried starving him out and struck fishing, but he took to picking

along the beach at low water after worms, and rubbed along on that.  Half my

time I spent up to my neck in the lagoon, and the rest up the palm-trees.  One

of them was scarcely high enough, and when he caught me up it he had a

regular Bank Holiday with the calves of my legs.  It got unbearable. I don’t

know if you have ever tried sleeping up a palm-tree.  It gave me the most

horrible nightmares.  Think of the shame of it too!  Here was this extinct animal

mooning about my island like a sulky duke, and me not allowed to rest the sole

of my foot on the place.  I used to cry with weariness and vexation.  I told him

straight that I didn’t mean to be chased about a desert island by any damned

anachronisms.  I told him to go and peck a navigator of his own age.  But he



only snapped his beak at me.  Great ugly bird—all legs and neck!

“I shouldn’t like to say how long that went on altogether.  I’d have killed him

sooner if I’d known how.  However, I hit on a way of settling him at last. It’s a

South American dodge.  I joined all my fishing lines together with stems of

seaweed and things, and made a stoutish string, perhaps twelve yards in length

or more, and I fastened two lumps of coral rock to the ends of this. It took me

some time to do, because every now and then I had to go into the lagoon or up

a tree as the fancy took me.  This I whirled rapidly round my head and then let

it go at him.  The first time I missed, but the next time the string caught his legs

beautifully and wrapped round them again and again.  Over he went. I threw it

standing waist-deep in the lagoon, and as soon as he went down I was out of

the water and sawing at his neck with my knife—

“I don’t like to think of that even now.  I felt like a murderer while I did it,

though my anger was hot against him.  When I stood over him and saw him

bleeding on the white sand and his beautiful great legs and neck writhing in his

last agony—Pah!

“With that tragedy, Loneliness came upon me like a curse.  Good Lord!  you

can’t imagine how I missed that bird.  I sat by his corpse and sorrowed over

him, and shivered as I looked round the desolate, silent reef.  I thought of what

a jolly little bird he had been when he was hatched, and of a thousand pleasant

tricks he had played before he went wrong.  I thought if I’d only wounded him

I might have nursed him round into a better understanding.  If I’d had any means

of digging into the coral rock I’d have buried him.  I felt exactly as if he was

human.  As it was I couldn’t think of eating him, so I put him in the lagoon and

the little fishes picked him clean.  Then one day a chap cruising about in a

yacht had a fancy to see if my atoll still existed.

“He didn’t come a moment too soon, for I was about sick enough of the

desolation of it, and only hesitating whether I should walk out into the sea and

finish up the business that way, or fall back on the green things.

“I sold the bones to a man named Winslow—a dealer near the British

Museum, and he says he sold them to old Havers.  It seems Havers didn’t

understand they were extra large, and it was only after his death they attracted

attention.  They called ‘em Æpyornis—what was it?”

“Æpyornis vastus,” said I.  “It’s funny, the very thing was mentioned to me by



a friend of mine.  When they found an Æpyornis with a thigh a yard long they

thought they had reached the top of the scale and called him Æpyornis
maximus.  Then some one turned up another thigh bone four feet six or more,

and that they called Æpyornis Titan.  Then your vastus was found after old

Havers died, in his collection, and then a vastissimus turned up.”

“Winslow was telling me as much,” said the man with the scar.  “If they

get any more Æpyornises, he reckons some scientific swell will go and burst

a blood-vessel.  But it was a queer thing to happen to a man; wasn’t it—

altogether?”
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The idea that the extraordinary narrative which has been called the Joyce-

Armstrong Fragment is an elaborate practical joke evolved by some unknown

person, cursed by a perverted and sinister sense of humour, has now been

abandoned by all who have examined the matter.  The most macabre and
imaginative of plotters would hesitate before linking his morbid fancies with

the unquestioned and tragic facts which reinforce the statement.  Though the

assertions contained in it are amazing and even monstrous, it is none the less

forcing itself upon the general intelligence that they are true, and that we must

readjust our ideas to the new situation.  This world of ours appears to be

separated by a slight and precarious margin of safety from a most singular and

unexpected danger.  I will endeavour in this narrative, which reproduces the

original document in its necessarily somewhat fragmentary form, to lay before

the reader the whole of the facts up to date, prefacing my statement by saying

that, if there be any who doubt the narrative of Joyce-Armstrong, there can be

no question at all as to the facts concerning Lieutenant Myrtle, R. N., and Mr.

Hay Connor, who undoubtedly met their end in the manner described.

The Joyce-Armstrong Fragment was found in the field which is called Lower

Haycock, lying one mile to the westward of the village of Withyham, upon the

Kent and Sussex border.  It was on the 15th September last that an agricultural

labourer, James Flynn, in the employment of Mathew Dodd, farmer, of the

Chauntry Farm, Withyham, perceived a briar pipe lying near the footpath which

skirts the hedge in Lower Haycock.  A few paces farther on he picked up a pair

of broken binocular glasses.  Finally, among some nettles in the ditch, he caught

sight of a flat, canvas-backed book, which proved to be a note-book with

detachable leaves, some of which had come loose and were fluttering along

the base of the hedge.  These he collected, but some, including the first, were

never recovered, and leave a deplorable hiatus in this all-important statement.

The note-book was taken by the labourer to his master, who in turn showed it

to Dr. J. H. Atherton, of Hartfield. This gentleman at once recognized the need

for an expert examination, and the manuscript was forwarded to the Aero Club

in London, where it now lies.

The first two pages of the manuscript are missing.  There is also one torn

away at the end of the narrative, though none of these affect the general



coherence of the story.  It is conjectured that the missing opening is concerned

with the record of Mr. Joyce-Armstrong’s qualifications as an aeronaut, which

can be gathered from other sources and are admitted to be unsurpassed among

the air-pilots of England.  For many years he has been looked upon as among

the most daring and the most intellectual of flying men, a combination which

has enabled him to both invent and test several new devices, including the

common gyroscopic attachment which is known by his name.  The main body

of the manuscript is written neatly in ink, but the last few lines are in pencil and

are so ragged as to be hardly legible—exactly, in fact, as they might be expected

to appear if they were scribbled off hurriedly from the seat of a moving aeroplane.

There are, it may be added, several stains, both on the last page and on the

outside cover which have been pronounced by the Home Office experts to be

blood—probably human and certainly mammalian.  The fact that something

closely resembling the organism of malaria was discovered in this blood, and

that Joyce-Armstrong is known to have suffered from intermittent fever, is a

remarkable example of the new weapons which modern science has placed

in the hands of our detectives.

And now a word as to the personality of the author of this epoch-making

statement.  Joyce-Armstrong, according to the few friends who really knew

something of the man, was a poet and a dreamer, as well as a mechanic and

an inventor.  He was a man of considerable wealth, much of which he had

spent in the pursuit of his aeronautical hobby.  He had four private aeroplanes

in his hangars near Devizes, and is said to have made no fewer than one

hundred and seventy ascents in the course of last year.  He was a retiring man

with dark moods, in which he would avoid the society of his fellows.  Captain

Dangerfield, who knew him better than anyone, says that there were times

when his eccentricity threatened to develop into something more serious.  His

habit of carrying a shot-gun with him in his aeroplane was one manifestation of it.

Another was the morbid effect which the fall of Lieutenant Myrtle had upon

his mind.  Myrtle, who was attempting the height record, fell from an altitude of

something over thirty thousand feet.  Horrible to narrate, his head was entirely

obliterated, though his body and limbs preserved their configuration.  At every

gathering of airmen, Joyce-Armstrong, according to Dangerfield, would ask,

with an enigmatic smile: “And where, pray, is Myrtle’s head?”

On another occasion after dinner, at the mess of the Flying School on

Salisbury Plain, he started a debate as to what will be the most permanent

danger which airmen will have to encounter.  Having listened to successive



opinions as to air-pockets, faulty construction, and over-banking, he ended by

shrugging his shoulders and refusing to put forward his own views, though he

gave the impression that they differed from any advanced by his companions.

It is worth remarking that after his own complete disappearance it was found

that his private affairs were arranged with a precision which may show that he

had a strong premonition of disaster.  With these essential explanations I will

now give the narrative exactly as it stands, beginning at page three of the

blood-soaked note-book:

“Nevertheless, when I dined at Rheims with Coselli and Gustav Raymond I

found that neither of them was aware of any particular danger in the higher

layers of the atmosphere.  I did not actually say what was in my thoughts, but I

got so near to it that if they had any corresponding idea they could not have

failed to express it.  But then they are two empty, vainglorious fellows with no

thought beyond seeing their silly names in the newspaper.  It is interesting to

note that neither of them had ever been much beyond the twenty-thousand-foot

level.  Of course, men have been higher than this both in balloons and in the

ascent of mountains.  It must be well above that point that the aeroplane enters

the danger zone—always presuming that my premonitions are correct.

“Aeroplaning has been with us now for more than twenty years, and one

might well ask: Why should this peril be only revealing itself in our day?  The

answer is obvious.  In the old days of weak engines, when a hundred horse-power

Gnome or Green was considered ample for every need, the flights were very

restricted.  Now that three hundred horse-power is the rule rather than the

exception, visits to the upper layers have become easier and more common.

Some of us can remember how, in our youth, Garros made a world-wide

reputation by attaining nineteen thousand feet, and it was considered a

remarkable achievement to fly over the Alps.  Our standard now has been

immeasurably raised, and there are twenty high flights for one in former years.

Many of them have been undertaken with impunity.  The thirty-thousand-foot

level has been reached time after time with no discomfort beyond cold and

asthma.  What does this prove?  A visitor might descend upon this planet a

thousand times and never see a tiger.  Yet tigers exist, and if he chanced to

come down into a jungle he might be devoured.  There are jungles of the upper

air, and there are worse things than tigers which inhabit them.  I believe in time

they will map these jungles accurately out.  Even at the present moment I could

name two of them.  One of them lies over the Pau-Biarritz district of France.

Another is just over my head as I write here in my house in Wiltshire.  I rather



think there is a third in the Homburg- Wiesbaden district.

“It was the disappearance of the airmen that first set me thinking.  Of course,

everyone said that they had fallen into the sea, but that did not satisfy me at all.

First, there was Verrier in France; his machine was found near Bayonne, but

they never got his body.  There was the case of Baxter also, who vanished,

though his engine and some of the iron fixings were found in a wood in

Leicestershire.  In that case, Dr. Middleton, of Amesbury, who was watching

the flight with a telescope, declares that just before the clouds obscured the

view he saw the machine, which was at an enormous height, suddenly rise

perpendicularly upwards in a succession of jerks in a manner that he would

have thought to be impossible.  That was the last seen of Baxter.  There was a

correspondence in the papers, but it never led to anything.  There were several

other similar cases, and then there was the death of Hay Connor.  What a cackle

there was about an unsolved mystery of the air, and what columns in the

halfpenny papers, and yet how little was ever done to get to the bottom of the

business!  He came down in a tremendous vol-plane from an unknown height.

He never got off his machine and died in his pilot’s seat.  Died of what?  ‘Heart

disease,’ said the doctors.  Rubbish!  Hay Connor’s heart was as sound as mine

is.  What did Venables say?  Venables was the only man who was at his side

when he died.  He said that he was shivering and looked like a man who had

been badly scared.  ‘Died of fright,’ said Venables, but could not imagine what

he was frightened about.  Only said one word to Venables, which sounded like

‘Monstrous.’  They could make nothing of that at the inquest.  But I could make

something of it.  Monsters!  That was the last word of poor Harry Hay Connor.

And he did die of fright, just as Venables thought.

“And then there was Myrtle’s head.  Do you really believe—does anybody

really believe—that a man’s head could be driven clean into his body by the

force of a fall?  Well, perhaps it may be possible, but I, for one, have never

believed that it was so with Myrtle.  And the grease upon his clothes—’all slimy

with grease,’ said somebody at the inquest.  Queer that nobody got thinking

after that!  I did—but, then, I had been thinking for a good long time.  I’ve made

three ascents—how Dangerfield used to chaff me about my shot-gun—but I’ve

never been high enough.  Now, with this new, light Paul Veroner machine and

its one hundred and seventy-five Robur, I should easily touch the thirty thousand

tomorrow.  I’ll have a shot at the record.  Maybe I shall have a shot at something

else as well.  Of course, it’s dangerous.  If a fellow wants to avoid danger he

had best keep out of flying altogether and subside finally into flannel slippers

and a dressing-gown.  But I’ll visit the air-jungle tomorrow—and if there’s



anything there I shall know it.  If I return, I’ll find myself a bit of a celebrity.  If I

don’t this note-book may explain what I am trying to do, and how I lost my life

in doing it.  But no drivel about accidents or mysteries, if you please.

“I chose my Paul Veroner monoplane for the job.  There’s nothing like a

monoplane when real work is to be done.  Beaumont found that out in very

early days.  For one thing it doesn’t mind damp, and the weather looks as if we

should be in the clouds all the time.  It’s a bonny little model and answers my

hand like a tender-mouthed horse.  The engine is a ten-cylinder rotary Robur

working up to one hundred and seventy-five.  It has all the modern improvements—

enclosed fuselage, high-curved landing skids, brakes, gyroscopic steadiers, and

three speeds, worked by an alteration of the angle of the planes upon the

Venetian-blind principle.  I took a shot-gun with me and a dozen cartridges

filled with buck-shot.  You should have seen the face of Perkins, my old

mechanic, when I directed him to put them in.  I was dressed like an Arctic

explorer, with two jerseys under my overalls, thick socks inside my padded

boots, a storm-cap with flaps, and my talc goggles.  It was stifling outside the

hangars, but I was going for the summit of the Himalayas, and had to dress for

the part.  Perkins knew there was something on and implored me to take him

with me.  Perhaps I should if I were using the biplane, but a monoplane is a

one-man show—if you want to get the last foot of life out of it.  Of course, I took

an oxygen bag; the man who goes for the altitude record without one will

either be frozen or smothered—or both.

“I had a good look at the planes, the rudder-bar, and the elevating lever

before I got in.  Everything was in order so far as I could see.  Then I switched

on my engine and found that she was running sweetly.  When they let her go

she rose almost at once upon the lowest speed.  I circled my home field once

or twice just to warm her up, and then with a wave to Perkins and the others, I

flattened out my planes and put her on her highest.  She skimmed like a

swallow down wind for eight or ten miles until I turned her nose up a little and

she began to climb in a great spiral for the cloud-bank above me.  It’s all-important

to rise slowly and adapt yourself to the pressure as you go.

“It was a close, warm day for an English September, and there was the hush

and heaviness of impending rain.  Now and then there came sudden puffs of

wind from the south-west—one of them so gusty and unexpected that it caught

me napping and turned me half-round for an instant.  I remember the time

when gusts and whirls and air-pockets used to be things of danger—before we

learned to put an overmastering power into our engines.  Just as I reached the



cloud-banks, with the altimeter marking three thousand, down came the rain.

My word, how it poured!  It drummed upon my wings and lashed against my

face, blurring my glasses so that I could hardly see.  I got down on to a low

speed, for it was painful to travel against it.  As I got higher it became hail, and

I had to turn tail to it.  One of my cylinders was out of action—a dirty plug, I

should imagine, but still I was rising steadily with plenty of power.  After a bit

the trouble passed, whatever it was, and I heard the full, deep-throated purr—

the ten singing as one.  That’s where the beauty of our modern silencers comes

in.  We can at last control our engines by ear.  How they squeal and squeak and

sob when they are in trouble!  All those cries for help were wasted in the old

days, when every sound was swallowed up by the monstrous racket of the

machine.  If only the early aviators could come back to see the beauty and

perfection of the mechanism which have been bought at the cost of their lives!

“About nine-thirty I was nearing the clouds.  Down below me, all blurred

and shadowed with rain, lay the vast expanse of Salisbury Plain.  Half a dozen

flying machines were doing hackwork at the thousand-foot level, looking like

little black swallows against the green background.  I dare say they were

wondering what I was doing up in cloud-land. Suddenly a grey curtain drew

across beneath me and the wet folds of vapours were swirling round my face.

It was clammily cold and miserable.  But I was above the hail-storm, and that

was something gained.  The cloud was as dark and thick as a London fog.  In

my anxiety to get clear, I cocked her nose up until the automatic alarm-bell

rang, and I actually began to slide backwards.  My sopped and dripping wings

had made me heavier than I thought, but presently I was in lighter cloud, and

soon had cleared the first layer.  There was a second—opal-coloured and

fleecy—at a great height above my head, a white, unbroken ceiling above, and

a dark, unbroken floor below, with the monoplane labouring upwards upon a

vast spiral between them.  It is deadly lonely in these cloud-spaces.  Once a

great flight of some small water-birds went past me, flying very fast to the

westwards.  The quick whir of their wings and their musical cry were cheery to

my ear.  I fancy that they were teal, but I am a wretched zoologist.  Now that we

humans have become birds we must really learn to know our brethren by sight.

“The wind down beneath me whirled and swayed the broad cloud-pain.

Once a great eddy formed in it, a whirlpool of vapour, and through it, as down

a funnel, I caught sight of the distant world.  A large white biplane was passing

at a vast depth beneath me.  I fancy it was the morning mail service betwixt

Bristol and London.  Then the drift swirled inwards again and the great solitude

was unbroken.



“Just after ten I touched the lower edge of the upper cloud-stratum.  It

consisted of fine diaphanous vapour drifting swiftly from the westwards.  The

wind had been steadily rising all this time and it was now blowing a sharp

breeze—twenty-eight an hour by my gauge.  Already it was very cold, though

my altimeter only marked nine thousand.  The engines were working beautifully,

and we went droning steadily upwards.  The cloud-bank was thicker than I had

expected, but at last it thinned out into a golden mist before me, and then in an

instant I had shot out from it, and there was an unclouded sky and a brilliant

sun above my head—all blue and gold above, all shining silver below, one vast,

glimmering plain as far as my eyes could reach.  It was a quarter past ten o’clock,

and the barograph needle pointed to twelve thousand eight hundred.  Up I

went and up, my ears concentrated upon the deep purring of my motor, my

eyes busy always with the watch, the revolution indicator, the petrol lever, and

the oil pump.  No wonder aviators are said to be a fearless race.  With so many

things to think of there is no time to trouble about oneself.  About this time I

noted how unreliable is the compass when above a certain height from earth.

At fifteen thousand feet mine was pointing east and a point south.  The sun and

the wind gave me my true bearings.

“I had hoped to reach an eternal stillness in these high altitudes, but with

every thousand feet of ascent the gale grew stronger.  My machine groaned

and trembled in every joint and rivet as she faced it, and swept away like a

sheet of paper when I banked her on the turn, skimming down wind at a greater

pace, perhaps, than ever mortal man has moved.  Yet I had always to turn

again and tack up in the wind’s eye, for it was not merely a height record that I

was after.  By all my calculations it was above little Wiltshire that my air-jungle

lay, and all my labour might be lost if I struck the outer layers at some farther

point.

“When I reached the nineteen-thousand-foot level, which was about midday,

the wind was so severe that I looked with some anxiety to the stays of my

wings, expecting momentarily to see them snap or slacken.  I even cast loose

the parachute behind me, and fastened its hook into the ring of my leathern

belt, so as to be ready for the worst.  Now was the time when a bit of scamped

work by the mechanic is paid for by the life of the aeronaut.  But she held

together bravely.  Every cord and strut was humming and vibrating like so many

harp-strings, but it was glorious to see how, for all the beating and the buffeting,

she was still the conqueror of Nature and the mistress of the sky.  There is

surely something divine in man himself that he should rise so superior to the

limitations which Creation seemed to impose—rise, too, by such unselfish,



heroic devotion as this air-conquest has shown.  Talk of human degeneration!

When has such a story as this been written in the annals of our race?

“These were the thoughts in my head as I climbed that monstrous, inclined

plane with the wind sometimes beating in my face and sometimes whistling

behind my ears, while the cloud-land beneath me fell away to such a distance

that the folds and hummocks of silver had all smoothed out into one flat,

shining plain.  But suddenly I had a horrible and unprecedented experience.  I

have known before what it is to be in what our neighbours have called a

tourbillon, but never on such a scale as this.  That huge, sweeping river of wind

of which I have spoken had, as it appears, whirlpools within it which were as

monstrous as itself.  Without a moment’s warning I was dragged suddenly into

the heart of one.  I spun round for a minute or two with such velocity that I

almost lost my senses, and then fell suddenly, left wing foremost, down the

vacuum funnel in the centre.  I dropped like a stone, and lost nearly a thousand

feet.  It was only my belt that kept me in my seat, and the shock and breathlessness

left me hanging half- insensible over the side of the fuselage.  But I am always

capable of a supreme effort—it is my one great merit as an aviator.  I was

conscious that the descent was slower.  The whirlpool was a cone rather than

a funnel, and I had come to the apex.  With a terrific wrench, throwing my

weight all to one side, I levelled my planes and brought her head away from

the wind.  In an instant I had shot out of the eddies and was skimming down

the sky.  Then, shaken but victorious, I turned her nose up and began once

more my steady grind on the upward spiral.  I took a large sweep to avoid the

danger-spot of the whirlpool, and soon I was safely above it.  Just after one

o’clock I was twenty-one thousand feet above the sea-level. To my great joy I

had topped the gale, and with every hundred feet of ascent the air grew stiller.

On the other hand, it was very cold, and I was conscious of that peculiar

nausea which goes with rarefaction of the air.  For the first time I unscrewed

the mouth of my oxygen bag and took an occasional whiff of the glorious gas.  I

could feel it running like a cordial through my veins, and I was exhilarated

almost to the point of drunkenness.  I shouted and sang as I soared upwards

into the cold, still outer world.

“It is very clear to me that the insensibility which came upon Glaisher, and

in a lesser degree upon Coxwell, when, in 1862, they ascended in a balloon to

the height of thirty thousand feet, was due to the extreme speed with which a

perpendicular ascent is made.  Doing it at an easy gradient and accustoming

oneself to the lessened barometric pressure by slow degrees, there are no such

dreadful symptoms.  At the same great height I found that even without my



oxygen inhaler I could breathe without undue distress.  It was bitterly cold,

however, and my thermometer was at zero, Fahrenheit.  At one-thirty I was

nearly seven miles above the surface of the earth, and still ascending steadily.

I found, however, that the rarefied air was giving markedly less support to my planes,

and that my angle of ascent had to be considerably lowered in consequence.

It was already clear that even with my light weight and strong engine-power

there was a point in front of me where I should be held. To make matters worse,

one of my sparking-plugs was in trouble again and there was intermittent

misfiring in the engine.  My heart was heavy with the fear of failure.

“It was about that time that I had a most extraordinary experience.  Something

whizzed past me in a trail of smoke and exploded with a loud, hissing sound,

sending forth a cloud of steam.  For the instant I could not imagine what had

happened.  Then I remembered that the earth is for ever being bombarded by

meteor stones, and would be hardly inhabitable were they not in nearly every

case turned to vapour in the outer layers of the atmosphere.  Here is a new

danger for the high-altitude man, for two others passed me when I was nearing

the forty-thousand-foot mark.  I cannot doubt that at the edge of the earth’s

envelope the risk would be a very real one.

“My barograph needle marked forty-one thousand three hundred when I

became aware that I could go no farther.  Physically, the strain was not as yet

greater than I could bear but my machine had reached its limit.  The attenuated

air gave no firm support to the wings, and the least tilt developed into side-slip,

while she seemed sluggish on her controls.  Possibly, had the engine been at

its best, another thousand feet might have been within our capacity, but it was

still misfiring, and two out of the ten cylinders appeared to be out of action.  If I

had not already reached the zone for which I was searching then I should never

see it upon this journey.  But was it not possible that I had attained it?  Soaring

in circles like a monstrous hawk upon the forty-thousand-foot level I let the

monoplane guide herself, and with my Mannheim glass I made a careful

observation of my surroundings.  The heavens were perfectly clear; there was

no indication of those dangers which I had imagined.

“I have said that I was soaring in circles.  It struck me suddenly that I would

do well to take a wider sweep and open up a new airtract.  If the hunter

entered an earth-jungle he would drive through it if he wished to find his game.

My reasoning had led me to believe that the air-jungle which I had imagined

lay somewhere over Wiltshire.  This should be to the south and west of me.  I

took my bearings from the sun, for the compass was hopeless and no trace of



earth was to be seen—nothing but the distant, silver cloud-plain.  However, I

got my direction as best I might and kept her head straight to the mark.  I

reckoned that my petrol supply would not last for more than another hour or

so, but I could afford to use it to the last drop, since a single magnificent vol-plané

could at any time take me to the earth.

“Suddenly I was aware of something new.  The air in front of me had lost its

crystal clearness.  It was full of long, ragged wisps of something which I can

only compare to very fine cigarette smoke.  It hung about in wreaths and coils,

turning and twisting slowly in the sunlight. As the monoplane shot through it, I

was aware of a faint taste of oil upon my lips, and there was a greasy scum

upon the woodwork of the machine.  Some infinitely fine organic matter

appeared to be suspended in the atmosphere.  There was no life there.  It was

inchoate and diffuse, extending for many square acres and then fringing off

into the void.  No, it was not life.  But might it not be the remains of life?  Above

all, might it not be the food of life, of monstrous life, even as the humble grease

of the ocean is the food for the mighty whale?  The thought was in my mind

when my eyes looked upwards and I saw the most wonderful vision that ever

man has seen.  Can I hope to convey it to you even as I saw it myself last

Thursday?

“Conceive a jelly-fish such as sails in our summer seas, bell- shaped and of

enormous size—far larger, I should judge, than the dome of St. Paul’s.  It was of

a light pink colour veined with a delicate green, but the whole huge fabric so

tenuous that it was but a fairy outline against the dark blue sky.  It pulsated with

a delicate and regular rhythm.  From it there depended two long, drooping,

green tentacles, which swayed slowly backwards and forwards.  This gorgeous

vision passed gently with noiseless dignity over my head, as light and fragile as

a soap-bubble, and drifted upon its stately way.

“I had half-turned my monoplane, that I might look after this beautiful

creature, when, in a moment, I found myself amidst a perfect fleet of them, of

all sizes, but none so large as the first.  Some were quite small, but the majority

about as big as an average balloon, and with much the same curvature at the

top.  There was in them a delicacy of texture and colouring which reminded

me of the finest Venetian glass.  Pale shades of pink and green were the

prevailing tints, but all had a lovely iridescence where the sun shimmered

through their dainty forms.  Some hundreds of them drifted past me, a wonderful

fairy squadron of strange unknown argosies of the sky—creatures whose forms

and substance were so attuned to these pure heights that one could not



conceive anything so delicate within actual sight or sound of earth.

“But soon my attention was drawn to a new phenomenon—the serpents of

the outer air.  These were long, thin, fantastic coils of vapour-like material,

which turned and twisted with great speed, flying round and round at such a

pace that the eyes could hardly follow them.  Some of these ghost-like creatures

were twenty or thirty feet long, but it was difficult to tell their girth, for their

outline was so hazy that it seemed to fade away into the air around them.  These

air-snakes were of a very light grey or smoke colour, with some darker lines

within, which gave the impression of a definite organism.  One of them whisked

past my very face, and I was conscious of a cold, clammy contact, but their

composition was so unsubstantial that I could not connect them with any

thought of physical danger, any more than the beautiful bell-like creatures which

had preceded them.  There was no more solidity in their frames than in the

floating spume from a broken wave.

“But a more terrible experience was in store for me.  Floating downwards

from a great height there came a purplish patch of vapour, small as I saw it first,

but rapidly enlarging as it approached me, until it appeared to be hundreds of

square feet in size.  Though fashioned of some transparent, jelly-like substance,

it was none the less of much more definite outline and solid consistence than

anything which I had seen before.  There were more traces, too, of a physical

organization, especially two vast, shadowy, circular plates upon either side,

which may have been eyes, and a perfectly solid white projection between

them which was as curved and cruel as the beak of a vulture.

“The whole aspect of this monster was formidable and threatening, and it

kept changing its colour from a very light mauve to a dark, angry purple so thick

that it cast a shadow as it drifted between my monoplane and the sun.  On the

upper curve of its huge body there were three great projections which I can

only describe as enormous bubbles, and I was convinced as I looked at them

that they were charged with some extremely light gas which served to buoy up

the misshapen and semi-solid mass in the rarefied air.  The creature moved

swiftly along, keeping pace easily with the monoplane, and for twenty miles or

more it formed my horrible escort, hovering over me like a bird of prey which is

waiting to pounce.  Its method of progression—done so swiftly that it was not

easy to follow—was to throw out a long, glutinous streamer in front of it, which

in turn seemed to draw forward the rest of the writhing body.  So elastic and

gelatinous was it that never for two successive minutes was it the same shape,

and yet each change made it more threatening and loathsome than the last.



“I knew that it meant mischief.  Every purple flush of its hideous body told

me so.  The vague, goggling eyes which were turned always upon me were

cold and merciless in their viscid hatred.  I dipped the nose of my monoplane

downwards to escape it.  As I did so, as quick as a flash there shot out a long

tentacle from this mass of floating blubber, and it fell as light and sinuous as a

whip-lash across the front of my machine.  There was a loud hiss as it lay for a

moment across the hot engine, and it whisked itself into the air again, while

the huge, flat body drew itself together as if in sudden pain.  I dipped to a

vol-piqué, but again a tentacle fell over the monoplane and was shorn off by

the propeller as easily as it might have cut through a smoke wreath.  A long,

gliding, sticky, serpent-like coil came from behind and caught me round the

waist, dragging me out of the fuselage.  I tore at it, my fingers sinking into the

smooth, glue-like surface, and for an instant I disengaged myself, but only to be

caught round the boot by another coil, which gave me a jerk that tilted me

almost on to my back.

“As I fell over I blazed off both barrels of my gun, though, indeed, it was like

attacking an elephant with a pea-shooter to imagine that any human weapon

could cripple that mighty bulk.  And yet I aimed better than I knew, for, with a

loud report, one of the great blisters upon the creature’s back exploded with

the puncture of the buck-shot.  It was very clear that my conjecture was right,

and that these vast, clear bladders were distended with some lifting gas, for in

an instant the huge, cloud-like body turned sideways, writhing desperately to

find its balance, while the white beak snapped and gaped in horrible fury.  But

already I had shot away on the steepest glide that I dared to attempt, my engine

still full on, the flying propeller and the force of gravity shooting me downwards

like an aerolite.  Far behind me I saw a dull, purplish smudge growing swiftly

smaller and merging into the blue sky behind it.  I was safe out of the deadly

jungle of the outer air.

“Once out of danger I throttled my engine, for nothing tears a machine to

pieces quicker than running on full power from a height.  It was a glorious,

spiral vol-plané from nearly eight miles of altitude—first, to the level of the

silver cloud-bank, then to that of the storm-cloud beneath it, and finally, in

beating rain, to the surface of the earth.  I saw the Bristol Channel beneath me

as I broke from the clouds, but, having still some petrol in my tank, I got twenty

miles inland before I found myself stranded in a field half a mile from the

village of Ashcombe.  There I got three tins of petrol from a passing motor-car,

and at ten minutes past six that evening I alighted gently in my own home

meadow at Devizes, after such a journey as no mortal upon earth has ever yet



taken and lived to tell the tale.  I have seen the beauty and I have seen the

horror of the heights—and greater beauty or greater horror than that is not within

the ken of man.

“And now it is my plan to go once again before I give my results to the world.

My reason for this is that I must surely have something to show by way of proof

before I lay such a tale before my fellow-men.  It is true that others will soon

follow and will confirm what I have said, and yet I should wish to carry conviction

from the first.  Those lovely iridescent bubbles of the air should not be hard to

capture.  They drift slowly upon their way, and the swift monoplane could

intercept their leisurely course.  It is likely enough that they would dissolve in

the heavier layers of the atmosphere, and that some small heap of amorphous

jelly might be all that I should bring to earth with me.  And yet something there

would surely be by which I could substantiate my story.  Yes, I will go, even if I

run a risk by doing so.  These purple horrors would not seem to be numerous.

It is probable that I shall not see one.  If I do I shall dive at once.  At the worst

there is always the shot-gun and my knowledge of...”

Here a page of the manuscript is unfortunately missing.  On the next page is

written, in large, straggling writing:

“Forty-three thousand feet.  I shall never see earth again.  They are beneath

me, three of them.  God help me; it is a dreadful death to die!”

Such in its entirety is the Joyce-Armstrong Statement.  Of the man nothing has

since been seen.  Pieces of his shattered monoplane have been picked up in the

preserves of Mr. Budd-Lushington upon the borders of Kent and Sussex, within a

few miles of the spot where the note-book was discovered.  If the unfortunate

aviator’s theory is correct that this air-jungle, as he called it, existed only over the

south-west of England, then it would seem that he had fled from it at the full speed

of his monoplane, but had been overtaken and devoured by these horrible

creatures at some spot in the outer atmosphere above the place where the grim

relics were found.  The picture of that monoplane skimming down the sky, with

the nameless terrors flying as swiftly beneath it and cutting it off always from the

earth while they gradually closed in upon their victim, is one upon which a man

who valued his sanity would prefer not to dwell.  There are many, as I am aware,

who still jeer at the facts which I have here set down, but even they must admit

that Joyce-Armstrong has disappeared, and I would commend to them his own

words: “This note-book may explain what I am trying to do, and how I lost my

life in doing it.  But no drivel about accidents or mysteries, if you please.”



Demons of the SeaDemons of the SeaDemons of the SeaDemons of the SeaDemons of the Sea

William Hope HodgsonWilliam Hope HodgsonWilliam Hope HodgsonWilliam Hope HodgsonWilliam Hope Hodgson

“Come out on deck and have a look, ‘Darky!’” Jepson cried, rushing into the

half deck.  “The Old Man says there’s been a submarine earthquake, and the

sea’s all bubbling and muddy!”

Obeying the summons of Jepson’s excited tone, I followed him out.  It was

as he had said; the everlasting blue of the ocean was mottled with splotches of

a muddy hue, and at times a large bubble would appear, to burst with a loud

“pop.”  Aft, the skipper and the three mates could be seen on the poop, peering

at the sea through their glasses.  As I gazed out over the gently heaving water,

far off to windward something was hove up into the evening air.  It appeared to

be a mass of seaweed, but fell back into the water with a sullen plunge as

though it were something more substantial.  Immediately after this strange

occurrence, the sun set with tropical swiftness, and in the brief afterglow things

assumed a strange unreality.

The crew were all below, no one but the mate and the helmsman remaining

on the poop.  Away forward, on the topgallant forecastle head the dim figure of

the man on lookout could be seen, leaning against the forestay.  No sound was

heard save the occasional jingle of a chain sheet, of the flog of the steering gear

as a small swell passed under our counter.  Presently the mate’s voice broke

the silence, and, looking up, I saw that the Old Man had come on deck, and

was talking with him.  From the few stray words that could be overheard, I

knew they were talking of the strange happenings of the day.

Shortly after sunset, the wind, which had been fresh during the day, died

down, and with its passing the air grew oppressively hot.  Not long after two

bells, the mate sung out for me, and ordered me to fill a bucket from overside

and bring it to him.  When I had carried out his instructions, he placed a

thermometer in the bucket.

“Just as I thought,” he muttered, removing the instrument and showing it to

the skipper; “ninety-nine degrees.  Why, the sea’s hot enough to make tea with!”

“Hope it doesn’t get any hotter,” growled the latter; “if it does, we shall all be

boiled alive.”



At a sign from the mate, I emptied the bucket and replaced it in the rack,

after which I resumed my former position by the rail.  The Old Man and the

mate walked the poop side by side.  The air grew hotter as the hours passed

and after a long period of silence broken only by the occasional “pop” of a

bursting gas bubble, the moon arose.  It shed but a feeble light, however, as a

heavy mist had arisen from the sea, and through this, the moonbeams struggled

weakly.  The mist, we decided, was due to the excessive heat of the sea water;

it was a very wet mist, and we were soon soaked to the skin.  Slowly the

interminable night wore on, and the sun arose, looking dim and ghostly through

the mist that rolled and billowed about the ship.  From time to time we took the

temperature of the sea, although we found but a slight increase therein.  No

work was done, and a feeling as of something impending pervaded the ship.

The fog horn was kept going constantly, as the lookout peered through the

wreathing mists.  The captain walked the poop in company with the mates,

and once the third mate spoke and pointed out into the clouds of fog.  All eyes

followed his gesture; we saw what was apparently a black line, which seemed

to cut the whiteness of the billows.  It reminded us of nothing so much as an

enormous cobra standing on its tail.  As we looked it vanished.  The grouped

mates were evidently puzzled; there seemed to be a difference of opinion among

them.  Presently as they argued, I heard the second mate’s voice:

“That’s all rot,” he said. “I’ve seen things in fog before, but they’ve always

turned out to be imaginary.”

The third shook his head and made some reply I could not overhear, but no

further comment was made.  Going below that afternoon, I got a short sleep,

and on coming on deck at eight bells, I found that the steam still held us; if

anything, it seemed to be thicker than ever.  Hansard, who had been taking the

temperatures during my watch below, informed me that the sea was three

degrees hotter, and that the Old Man was getting into a rare old state.  At three

bells I went forward to have a look over the bows, and a chin with Stevenson,

whose lookout it was.  On gaining the forecastle head, I went to the side and

looked down into the water.  Stevenson came over and stood beside me.

“Rum go, this,” he grumbled.

He stood by my side for a time in silence; we seemed to be hypnotized by

the gleaming surface of the sea.  Suddenly out of the depths, right before us,

there arose a monstrous black face.  It was like a frightful caricature of a



human countenance.  For a moment we gazed petrified; my blood seemed to

suddenly turn to ice water; I was unable to move.  With a mighty effort of will,

I regained my self-control and, grasping Stevenson’s arm, I found I could do no

more than croak, my powers of speech seemed gone. “Look!” I gasped. “Look!”

Stevenson continued to stare into the sea, like a man turned to stone.  He

seemed to stoop further over, as if to examine the thing more closely.  “Lord,”

he exclaimed, “it must be the devil himself!”

As though the sound of his voice had broken a spell, the thing disappeared.

My companion looked at me, while I rubbed my eyes, thinking that I had been

asleep, and that the awful vision had been a frightful nightmare.  One look at

my friend, however, disabused me of any such thought.  His face wore a puzzled

expression.

“Better go aft and tell the Old Man,” he faltered.

I nodded and left the forecastle head, making my way aft like one in a trance.

The skipper and the mate were standing at the break of the poop, and running

up the ladder I told them what we had seen.

“Bosh!” sneered the Old Man.  “You’ve been looking at your own ugly

reflection in the water.”

Nevertheless, in spite of his ridicule, he questioned me closely.  Finally he

ordered the mate forward to see it he could see anything.  The latter, however,

returned in a few moments, to report that nothing unusual could be seen.  Four

bells were struck, and we were relieved for tea.  Coming on deck afterward, I

found the men clustered together forward.  The sole topic of conversation with

them was the thing that Stevenson and I had seen.

“I suppose, Darky, it couldn’t have been a reflection by any chance, could

it?” one of the older men asked.

“Ask Stevenson,” I replied as I made my way aft.

At eight bells, my watch came on deck again, to find that nothing further

had developed.  But, about an hour before midnight, the mate, thinking to have

a smoke, sent me to his room for a box of matches with which to light his pipe.

It took me no time to clatter down the brass-treaded ladder, and back to the



poop, where I handed him the desired article.  Taking the box, he removed a

match and struck it on the heel of his boot.  As he did so, far out in the night a

muffled screaming arose.  Then came a clamor as of hoarse braying, like an

ass but considerably deeper, and with a horribly suggestive human note

running through it.

“Good God!  Did you hear that, Darky?” asked the mate in awed tones.

“Yes, sir,” I replied, listening—and scarcely noticing his question—for a

repetition of the strange sounds.  Suddenly the frightful bellowing broke out

afresh.  The mate’s pipe fell to the deck with a clatter.

“Run for’ard!” he cried.  “Quick, now, and see if you can see anything.”

With my heart in my mouth, and pulses pounding madly I raced forward.

The watch were all up on the forecastle head, clustered around the lookout.

Each man was talking and gesticulating wildly.  They became silent, and turned

questioning glances toward me as I shouldered my way among them.

“Have you seen anything?” I cried.

Before I could receive an answer, a repetition of the horrid sounds broke

out again, profaning the night with their horror.  They seemed to have definite

direction now, in spite of the fog that enveloped us.  Undoubtedly, too, they

were nearer.  Pausing a moment to make sure of their bearing, I hastened aft

and reported to the mate.  I told him that nothing could be seen, but that the

sounds apparently came from right ahead of us.  On hearing this he ordered

the man at the wheel to let the ship’s head come off a couple of points.  A

moment later a shrill screaming tore its way through the night, followed by the

hoarse braying sounds once more.

“It’s close on the starboard bow!” exclaimed the mate, as he beckoned the

helmsman to let her head come off a little more.  Then, singing out for the

watch, he ran forward, slacking the lee braces on the way.  When he had the

yards trimmed to his satisfaction on the new course, he returned to the poop

and hung far out over the rail listening intently.  Moments passed that seemed

like hours, yet the silence remained unbroken.  Suddenly the sounds began

again, and so close that it seemed as though they must be right aboard of us.  At

this time I noticed a strange booming note mingled with the brays.  And once

or twice there came a sound that can only be described as a sort of “gug, gug.”



Then would come a wheezy whistling, for all the world like an asthmatic

person breathing.

All this while the moon shone wanly through the steam, which seemed to

me to be somewhat thinner.  Once the mate gripped me by the shoulder as the

noises rose and fell again.  They now seemed to be coming from a point broad

on our beam.  Every eye on the ship was straining into the mist, but with no

result.  Suddenly one of the men cried out, as something long and black slid

past us into the fog astern.  From it there rose four indistinct and ghostly towers,

which resolved themselves into spars and ropes, and sails.

“A ship! It’s a ship!” we cried excitedly.  I turned to Mr. Gray; he, too, had

seen something, and was staring aft into the wake.  So ghostlike, unreal, and

fleeting had been our glimpse of the stranger, that we were not sure that we

had seen an honest, material ship, but thought that we had been vouchsafed a

vision of some phantom vessel like the Flying Dutchman.  Our sails gave a
sudden flap, the clew irons flogging the bulwarks with hollow thumps.  The

mate glanced aloft.

“Wind’s dropping,” he growled savagely.  “We shall never get out of this

infernal place at this gait!”

Gradually the wind fell until it was a flat calm.  No sound broke the deathlike

silence save the rapid patter of the reef points, as she gently rose and fell on the

light swell.  Hours passed, and the watch was relieved and I then went below.

At seven bells we were called again, and as I went along the deck to the galley,

I noticed that the fog seemed thinner, and the air cooler.  When eight bells

were struck I relieved Hansard at coiling down the ropes.  From him I learned

that the steam had begun to clear about four bells, and that the temperature of

the sea had fallen ten degrees.

In spite of the thinning mist, it was not until about a half an hour later that we

were able to get a glimpse of the surrounding sea.  It was still mottled with dark

patches, but the bubbling and popping had ceased.  As much of the surface of

the ocean as could be seen had a peculiarly desolate aspect.  Occasionally a

wisp of steam would float up from the nearer sea, and roll undulatingly across

its silent surface, until lost in the vagueness that still held the hidden horizon.

Here and there columns of steam rose up in pillars, which gave me the

impression that the sea was hot in patches.  Crossing to the starboard side and

looking over, I found that conditions there were similar to those to port.  The



desolate aspect of the sea filled me with an idea of chilliness, although the air

was quite warm and muggy.  From the break of the poop the mate called to me

to get his glasses.

When I had done this, he took them from me and walked to the taffrail.

Here he stood for some moments polishing them with his handkerchief.  After

a moment he raised them to his eyes, and peered long and intently into the

mist astern.  I stood for some time staring at the point on which the mate had

focused his glasses.  Presently something shadowy grew upon my vision.

Steadily watching it, I distinctly saw the outlines of a ship take form in the fog.

“See!” I cried, but even as I spoke, a lifting wraith of mist disclosed to view a

great four-masted bark lying becalmed with all sails set, within a few hundred

yards of our stern.  As though a curtain had been raised, and then allowed to

fall, the fog once more settled down, hiding the strange bark from our sight.

The mate was all excitement, striding with quick, jerky steps, up and down the

poop, stopping every few moments to peer through his glasses at the point

where the four-master had disappeared in the fog.  Gradually, as the mists

dispersed again, the vessel could be seen more plainly, and it was then that we

got an inkling of the cause of the dreadful noises during the night.

For some time the mate watched her silently, and as he watched the

conviction grew upon me that in spite of the mist, I could detect some sort of

movement on board of her.  After some time had passed, the doubt became a

certainty, and I could also see a sort of splashing in the water alongside of her.

Suddenly the mate put his glasses on top of the wheel box and told me to bring

him the speaking trumpet.  Running to the companionway, I secured the

trumpet and was back at his side.

The mate raised it to his lips, and taking a deep breath, sent a hail across the

water that should have awakened the dead.  We waited tensely for a reply.  A

moment later a deep, hollow mutter came from the bark; higher and louder it

swelled, until we realized that we were listening to the same sounds we had

heard the night before.  The mate stood aghast at this answer to his hail; in a

voice barely more than a hushed whisper, he bade me call the Old Man.

Attracted by the mate’s hail and its unearthly reply, the watch had all come aft

and were clustered in the mizzen rigging in order to see better.

After calling the captain, I returned to the poop, where I found the second

and third mates talking with the chief.  All were engaged in trying to pierce the



clouds of mist that half hid our strange consort and to arrive at some explanation

of the strange phenomena of the past few hours.  A moment later the captain

appeared carrying his telescope.  The mate gave him a brief account of the

state of affairs and handed him the trumpet.  Giving me the telescope to hold,

the captain hailed the shadowy bark.  Breathlessly we all listened, when again,

in answer to the Old Man’s hail, the frightful sounds rose on the still morning

air.  The skipper lowered the trumpet and stood with an expression of astonished

horror on his face.

“Lord!” he exclaimed.  “What an ungodly row!”

At this, the third, who had been gazing through his binoculars, broke the

silence.

“Look,” he ejaculated.  “There’s a breeze coming up astern.”  At his words

the captain looked up quickly, and we all watched the ruffling water.

“That packet yonder is bringing the breeze with her,” said the skipper.  “She’ll

be alongside in half an hour!”

Some moments passed, and the bank of fog had come to within a hundred

yards of our taffrail.  The strange vessel could be distinctly seen just inside the

fringe of the driving mist wreaths.  After a short puff, the wind died completely,

but as we stared with hypnotic fascination, the water astern of the stranger

ruffled again with a fresh catspaw.  Seemingly with the flapping of her sails, she

drew slowly up to us.  As the leaden seconds passed, the big four-master

approached us steadily.  The light air had now reached us, and with a lazy lift of

our sails, we, too, began to forge slowly through that weird sea.  The bark was

now within fifty yards of our stern, and she was steadily drawing nearer,

seeming to be able to outfoot us with ease.  As she came on she luffed sharply,

and came up into the wind with her weather leeches shaking.

I looked toward her poop, thinking to discern the figure of the man at the

wheel, but the mist coiled around her quarter, and objects on the after end of

her became indistinguishable.  With a rattle of chain sheets on her iron yards,

she filled away again.  We meanwhile had gone ahead, but it was soon evident

that she was the better sailor, for she came up to us hand over fist.  The wind

rapidly freshened and the mist began to drift away before it, so that each

moment her spars and cordage became more plainly visible.  The skipper and

the mates were watching her intently when an almost simultaneous exclamation



of fear broke from them.

“My God!”

And well they might show signs of fear, for crawling about the bark’s deck

were the most horrible creatures I had ever seen.  In spite of their unearthly

strangeness there was something vaguely familiar about them.  Then it came

to me that the face that Stevenson and I had seen during he night belonged to

one of them.  Their bodies had something of the shape of a seal’s, but of a

dead, unhealthy white.  The lower part of the body ended in a sort of double-

curved tail on which they appeared to be able to shuffle about.  In place of

arms, they had two long, snaky feelers, at the ends of which were two very

humanlike hands, which were equipped with talons instead of nails.  Fearsome

indeed were these parodies of human beings!

Their faces, which, like their tentacles, were black, were the most grotesquely

human things about them, and the upper jaw closed into the lower, after the

manner of the jaws of an octopus.  I have seen men among certain tribes of

natives who had faces uncommonly like theirs, but yet no native I had ever

seen could have given me the extraordinary feeling of horror and revulsion I

experienced toward these brutal-looking creatures.

“What devilish beasts!” burst out the captain in disgust.

With this remark he turned to the mates, and as he did so, the expressions

on their faces told me that they had all realized what the presence of these

bestial-looking brutes meant.  If, as was doubtless the case, these creatures

had boarded the bark and destroyed her crew, what would prevent them from

doing the same with us?  We were a smaller ship and had a smaller crew, and

the more I thought of it the less I liked it.

We could now see the name on the bark’s bow with the naked eye.  It read

Scottish Heath, while on her boats we could see the name bracketed with

Glasgow, showing that she hailed from that port.  It was a remarkable coincidence

that she should have a slant from just the quarter in which yards were trimmed,

as before we saw her she must have been drifting around with everything

“aback.”  But now in this light air she was able to run along beside us with no

one at her helm.  But steering herself she was, and although at times she yawed

wildly, she never got herself aback.  As we gazed at her we noticed a sudden

movement on board of her, and several of the creatures slid into the water.



“See!  See!  They’ve spotted us.  They’re coming for us!” cried the mate

wildly.

It was only too true, scores of them were sliding into the sea, letting themselves

down by means of their long tentacles.  On they came, slipping by scores and

hundreds into the water, and swimming toward us in droves.  The ship was

making about three knots, otherwise they would have caught us in a very few

minutes.  But they persevered, gaining slowly but surely, and drawing nearer

and nearer.  The long, tentacle-like arms rose out of the sea in hundreds, and

the foremost ones were already within a score of yards of the ship before the

Old Man bethought himself to shout to the mates to fetch up the half dozen

cutlasses that comprised the ship’s armory.  Then, turning to me, he ordered

me to go down to his cabin and bring up the two revolvers out of the top drawer

of the chart table, also a box of cartridges that was there.

When I returned with the weapons he loaded them and handed one to the

mate.  Meanwhile the pursuing creatures were coming steadily nearer, and

soon half a dozen of the leaders were directly under our counter.  Immediately

the captain leaned over the rail and emptied his pistol into them, but without

any apparent effect.  He must have realized how puny and ineffectual his

efforts were, for he did not reload his weapon.

Some dozens of the brutes had reached us, and as they did so, their

tentacles rose into the air and caught our rail.  I heard the third mate scream

suddenly, and turning, I saw him dragged quickly to the rail, with a tentacle

wrapped completely around him.  Snatching a cutlass, the second mate hacked

off the tentacle where it joined the body.  A gout of blood splashed into the

third mate’s face, and he fell to the deck.  A dozen more of those arms rose and

wavered in the air, but they now seemed some yards astern of us.  A rapidly

widening patch of clear water appeared between us and the foremost of our

pursuers, and we raised a wild shout of joy.  The cause was soon apparent; for

a fine fair wind had sprung up, and with the increase in its force, the Scottish
Heath had got herself aback, while we were rapidly leaving the monsters

behind us.  The third mate rose to his feet with a dazed look, and as he did so

something fell to the deck.  I picked it up and found that it was the severed

portion of the tentacle of the third’s late adversary.  With a grimace of disgust I

tossed it into the sea, as I needed no reminder of that awful experience.

Three weeks later we anchored in San Francisco.  There the captain made

a full report of the affair to the authorities, with the result that a gunboat was



despatched to investigate.  Six weeks later she returned to report that she had

been unable to find any signs, either of the ship herself or of the fearful

creatures that had attacked her.  And since then nothing, as far as I know, has

ever been heard of the four-masted bark Scottish Heath, last seen by us in the
possession of creatures that may rightly be called demons of the sea.

Whether she still floats, occupied by her hellish crew, or whether some

storm has sent her to her last resting place beneath the waves is surely a matter

of conjecture.  Perchance on some dark, fog-bound night, a ship in that

wilderness of waters may hear cries and sounds beyond those of the wailing of

the winds.  Then let them look to it, for it may be that the demons of the sea are

near them.
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“Fear?” the explorer repeated, pushing back his sherbet glass with a quick,

nervous hand.  “Oh, I suppose I’ve hung back as often as the next man, but in

time one gets calloused to fear, I imagine.”

Several of the dinner guests expressed polite interest, but Grace Demming,

debutante daughter of the hostess, looked at the guest of honor with an

expression in her wide-set gray eyes like one regarding a super-creature.

“Haven’t you ever been afraid, Mr. Winslow?”  Her rich contralto voice was

very lovely.

“If you mean fear as those fiction writers describe it, when a man’s soul is

turned to water, I can’t say I’ve ever experienced it, nor come in contact with it

except—perhaps—”  He paused awkwardly, glanced at the ladies around the

table, then finished hurriedly: “No, never.”

Mrs. Mason, the dowager next to him, caught him up quickly as though

scenting a choice bit of gossip.  “Was it something terrible?” she inquired.  “You

needn’t be afraid to tell us.  It couldn’t be nearly so unprintable as many things

we read every day in the papers.”

“Well,” the explorer began, “it isn’t scandalous.  I didn’t mean to give that

impression.  In fact—to tell the truth, it’s something I’ve been trying to drive out of

my mind, but it persists in coming back without bringing an explanation with it.”

Miss Demming’s gray eyes seemed to plead with him, too.  He had been

especially conscious all evening of the way they held him, seeming to draw

him out.

And now there was a strange aloofness in that girl as though she were

curtained off from the world.  His explorer instinct made him want to know

more about her.  He had gone into Afghanistan once just because he had read

that a certain temple in Mangfu had a curtain screening off a mystery that not

more than two people then alive had seen.  He wanted to pierce the veil.

“I’m afraid you won’t be satisfied,” Winslow began.  “I don’t know what



caused the fear.  I can’t tell you any of the details, but the thing that seared my

soul was a look of fright in the eyes of another man.”  He made a gesture as

though to repel the host of memories crowding in upon him.  “It’s not a pretty

story.  After all, I believe I’d better not tell it.”

If that were meant for a refusal, its only effect was to make the guests more

interested.  All of them urged him to continue—all but Miss Demming; yet her

half-parted lips and that inscrutable something in her eyes made him go on.

“It was in Bolivia that it happened—Bolivia, that unexplored country where

anything might be true.  I was in La Paz concluding some Inca investigation.

Strange rumors had been filtering in about some queer beast that the Indians

of the Beni region had seen.  The scientists of the capital were trying to

convince us that the description fitted a diplodocus, or some other prehistoric

creature like it.”

From the looks of interrogation, he knew that he was talking beyond most

of them.  “The diplodocus,” he hastened to explain, “was a huge creature from

ten to fifteen feet high and perhaps forty feet long that lived ages ago during the

Pleistocene period before the tyrannosaurus came along and killed them off.

You’ve probably seen reconstructions of them in museums, looking like a

kangaroo with a long, tapering tail.  At any rate, the jungle Indians were claiming

to have seen a creature that has been extinct for at least 25,000 years.

“Frankly, I didn’t believe a word of the story.  I thought that some of those

coca-crazed savages had gone on a spree; it was good newspaper stuff,

however, like the creature that was reported in Argentina later.  The upshot

was that my committee at home read about it and cabled me to investigate.  I

didn’t object.  I love Bolivia.  There’s not a country I know of that is richer in

interest for foreigners, and here was a chance to visit a part I’d never seen.

“I needed a few more pongos—those Indians that can carry anything up to

a trunk on their shoulders—and while I was looking for them, I ran across

Manion, or rather he ran across me.  Nobody knew Manion.  He was a silent chap

who did nothing in the daytime but sun himself in front of the Congressional

Building on the plaza, and when the cold evenings of the alto plano descended,
he would disappear into the pensíon where he boarded.  People said he was

cracked.  He had drifted into La Paz a few months before, no one knew from

where.  Where so many foreigners are fugitives, it doesn’t do to make too many

inquiries, but I half suspected he didn’t know any too much about himself.  He



had a lot of uncomfortable habits.  One was to tap incessantly at a silver

plate embedded in his skull, when he was pondering.  It reminded me of the

old-fashioned wireless decoder where a hammer jars apart the filings.  Perhaps

he was trying to clarify his thoughts in the same way.

“But he would never tell us how he acquired the plate or the limp.  Once,

later when I had taken him with me, I saw scars on his body and he explained

that he thought he had had an argument and after it they had given him some

false ribs, which wasn’t any explanation at all.

“Since he was a likable chap and could take the place of my secretary, who

was down with dysentery, I gave him a job.  He wrote a copperplate hand,

could handle the porters, and was a big help.

“The day we left La Paz he appeared in a faded and worn flying suit with

double wings on the breast.  He apologized for it by saying he had no other

roughing costume and had not wanted to bother me about an advance on his

wages.  Later he let drop that he had been in the Lafayette Escadrille, but that

was a lie.  I’ve looked over their records and no Manion or name like it appears

in their roster.

“If I had been superstitious or gifted with prophecy we never should have

left La Paz; but unfortunately, man can’t see what lies ahead.  I won’t describe

that trip, day after weary day.  All the colors of an artist’s palette could never

reproduce its splendor, but all the tortures of the inquisition are puny beside

the sufferings it laid upon us.  Sometimes we would toil for hours through

knee-deep grasses with rain so heavy that it was like a curtain to push against.

Then the torrid sun would transform the jungle in a twinkling into a vapor bath

where we could scarcely breathe.  But through all the hardships, Manion was

always ready with a song.  He seemed to know only one, but when we were

dog-tired and needed to push on farther, his singing helped.

“He had evidently never been in the jungle before, and everything was

wonderful.  When all I could see was the next three feet of the trail, he would

want to stop to be told about a new bird he had seen in one of the snakewood

trees.

“But where he excelled was as a revolver shot.  I never saw anyone so

quick on the draw and so sure in aim.  Once”—Winslow shuddered—“a boa

constrictor, twined about a branch above the trail, swung down its head like a



battering ram and with a single blow dislocated the neck of one of our Indian

bearers.  I was next in line, but before I could get out my revolver or that battering

head could swing back, Manion put three shots into it.  Then with hands

absolutely steady, he stopped to reload his revolver.  Out of curiosity, I felt his

pulse—as slow as a child’s.  When not a single tremor betrayed his excitement,

I thought he must be a man without nerves.  That’s what makes the rest of it so

horrible.”

Again the explorer stopped and took a sip of water.  His own hand shook

slightly as he set down the glass.  After a moment he went on.  “Manion had

shot a twenty-eight-foot boa without disturbing his calm.  You can see the skin

in the museum, for I brought it back.  He wanted to take the head, too, with the

three bullet holes below the frontal bone so close together that a quarter would

have covered them.  We were rather short of carriers, however, so he had to

give up the idea.

“It was a long journey to the place where the guides told us the animal had

been seen, and far from any beaten path.  No white people had penetrated that

far before, so Manion, Jenkins (the botanist and geologist) and I—the only white

people of the party—were a constant source of interest and fear to the few

Indians we met.  When we reached the tribe whose members had seen the

animal, I found that neither my Aimara or Quechua, nor any of the Beni dialects

Jenkins thought he knew were any use.  Even the guide had difficulty making

himself understood, but he did make out that they had recently seen that

prehistoric animal.  We were soon led to the place.

“If—mark I say ‘if’—there’s a place in this world where creatures of the

Miocene and Pleistocene Ages might be expected to survive down to our own

day, the valley we reached is the one.  It was a sunken plain, about twenty or

thirty miles square and full of that riot of vegetation which must have covered

the earth when the diplodocus roamed it, for they ate only grass.  You know

how La Paz is situated—a sheer drop of one thousand feet below the surrounding

plain.  Well, this region was something like it, except that it had no exit, no river

winding out of it, no path up the slope—only straight, sheer cliffs.  Without

elaborate tackle nothing down there could get out, and nothing outside, falling

by accident over the edge, would live to want to get out.  We went three-quarters

of the way around before we found the place where the walls were lowest and

least steep.  There we made camp.

“We intended to make a permanent camp in the valley itself, but when we



ordered the carriers to go down the three-hundred-foot vine ladder that they

had constructed, there was a mutiny.  Don’t tell me sign language doesn’t exist.

Not one of our carriers had been told by us the reason for our coming, and yet

all of them, without understanding a word of the jargon of that region, knew all

about the beasts supposed to be hidden by the tangle of foliage below.

“They were afraid even of staying near the place, and I am sure that if we

had carried out our plan and had us three white men make our camp below,

they would have deserted, leaving us helpless in the jungle.  It was Manion’s

idea to have two of us explore the lower valley by daylight, the other one staying

with the carriers.

“Jenkins, who had been ill for a large part of the trip, suddenly took a turn for

the worse.  He was useless.  He could do nothing but lie in the smaller of the

lean-tos, leaving Manion and me to set in place the ladder the Indians had

woven.

“It was almost dark before we completed the work, and we were so excited

that we could not wait till morning.  We descended to the lower level, not

knowing what we should find, perhaps some footprints in the soft ground.  But

in our brief survey we found nothing, so, as it was growing dark, I suggested we

had better return to camp.

“Manion wouldn’t leave.  He wanted to spend the night there in the valley,

hoping to hear something.  With Jenkins sick, I could not very well accompany

him, especially as the Indians had been nervous and jumpy all day.  Yet I

hesitated to leave Manion.  He laughed at my fears.  He had two revolvers and

was not at all afraid.  Finally I gave in after he promised to sleep close to the

ladder, to which he could retreat in case of danger.

“As I climbed the vine ladder, I looked back.  I shall never forget the sight.

Already the valley foliage was deepening in color where it lay closest to the

western ledge.  It would not have been difficult to imagine anything in that

tangle of green.  I called down a warning as I saw Manion brushing the ground

where he was going to sleep.  And as I went up the ladder, I heard him singing

to himself that song that was so continually on his lips.  It certainly had a

haunting strain; I’ve never heard anybody else sing it.  Bonny Eloise I think it is
called.  It goes—”

A cry like that of a stricken bird broke into his story.  Grace Demming, her



face suddenly dead white, leaned forward, clutching the table for support.  Her

glass of water overturned and the water spread slowly across the tablecloth,

but no one moved.  “Jimmy!” she moaned.  “Then he didn’t die in France.”

Instant confusion reigned.  Several of the company protested that she must

be mistaken, that he could not possibly have reached South America.  In the

babble of sound, Miss Beardsley told Winslow that Miss Demming had been

engaged to an aviator who had been reported killed in battle.  Could that wound

in the head have played pranks with his memory?  The whole thing sounded

preposterous, but Miss Demming was convinced.

“It was Jimmy,” she insisted.  “Something you said made me begin to

suspect.  Then you mentioned his writing, and now the only song he ever sang.

Wait!”  She burst out of the room, her mother following.  In an instant she had

returned with a photograph of a man in a flying suit.  There was no doubt about

it, then.  Manion and the Jimmy Kent to whom Miss Demming had been

engaged were the same.  The explorer recognized him at once.

“Where is he?” she cried.  “Tell me, where is he?”

Winslow looked at her sadly.  “I am sorry, miss Demming,” he said gently.

“He’s dead.”

It seemed as though a whisper echoed his words.  The girl clutched at her

throat, pale as the lace that edged her collar.  Her gray eyes appealed for more

details.

“Yes, there’s no doubt of it. Manion—I mean Kent—came back the next

day, convinced that we had been hoaxed and that no animal existed except in

some Indian’s delirious imagination.  We started back toward La Paz, but

somewhere in the lowlands, perhaps the night he roamed the sunken valley,

he had contracted jungle fever.  We did all we could to make him comfortable,

but in spite of all, he died, conscious to the end and entirely without pain.  I

wish you could see the paradise where we buried him, under a beautiful chonta

palm, and we scattered orchids over the place before we left.”

There was a scattered volley of questions.  “Didn’t you see the animal?”

The explorer shook his head.  “How could one see a beast that has been

extinct for centuries?”



Then the bald old man beside Miss Demming spoke up.  “But I don’t see

what your story proves, Mr. Winslow.  Where was the fear you spoke of?”

“Didn’t I say?  It was it was in the faces of the Indians when they talked about

the valley.  The superstitious terror in their countenances when we told them

we were going to camp in the valley was enough to make strong men shiver.

But I don’t blame them, exactly.  It was the fear of the unknown that gripped

them, so that I was glad enough to leave them and return to civilization.  But I

wonder whether there aren’t almost as many superstitious terrors among the

civilized.”

The conversation switched, and soon the guests left the table and went to

the porch, where coffee was served.

The explorer, wishing to escape from the others, had slipped into the house

and was standing alone, watching the light of an automobile on the mountain

road above him, when he sensed a presence.  He had withdrawn from the

group but Mr. Demming had found him.  “Perhaps the others believed your

story, perhaps not.  But Kent was engaged to my daughter.  He fell behind the

German lines and we never had definite proof of his death.  Grace has never

been herself since, always hoping that he would someday return.  Now I want

the truth.”

The explorer nodded wearily.  “It’s your right,” he acknowledged dully.  “I

should never have begun the story in the first place.  Again and again I have

tried to efface its horror from my mind, but it leaps out, as it did tonight.”

“Then part of it is true?  I beg of you, be careful.”

“I know, Mr. Demming.  Unfortunately, it is true—true to the point where the

boy and I parted.  The rest of it I have never told a soul.  Sometimes at night it

fairly screams for utterance.

“I said he came up in the morning.  He didn’t.  Shortly after I reached the

camp, I threw down a blanket for him and some food.  Then he made a fire

and I went into the lean-to.  Suddenly I heard a scream—his voice.  It was too

dark to see or do anything.  Again and again I called his name.  Only the echoes

and the scream of the vampire bats answered me.  All night I shuddered, waiting,

waiting.  When the first streak of light came, I took a gun and went down after

him.  At first I found nothing.  Then I picked up his footprints, far apart, slipping



and dodging as though he had been running.  The reason for his haste was not

apparent until I saw in the muck the mark of a gigantic foot.  About ten feet

farther on was another, and in between the trail of a heavy tail.

“Farther on was a trodden space about a thick, bushy growth.  The tracks

were mute evidence of the story.  A mad chase and flight, dodging about the

bush, with the huge creature finally breaking down the vegetation.  Then I

noticed other footprints, smaller, coming from another direction, from where

the ladder hung.

“And finally, under the trampled bushes, I found Manion, dead.  His face!

Deadly terror had graven unforgettable lines on it, such horror and loathing as

I never saw before.  Please God I’ll never have to see it again!  And his body—

not a sign of bruise or hurt upon it, the only mark, a messy green slime on one

hand, as though an animal had slobbered over it.

“As I caught the significance, the world began making dizzying circles about

me, and when next I knew anything, it was almost evening.  Manion was lying

in the same place, his sightless eyes staring as though seeing into hell.  Hastily

I buried him, as I said, at the foot of a palm and dropped orchids over his grave.

“Jenkins, when I found him, was in a fever of excitement.  The carriers had

deserted with most of our provisions.  It was imperative to start back at once to

save the lives of both of us.  My nerves were in terrible shape, and Jenkins was

about helpless, but we eventually reached La Paz. “

“And you left Manion’s body for that horrible animal to dig up and eat?”

The explorer shook his head. “No, that’s the thing that makes me believe an

unbelievable fact.  Manion, who, as I knew, was a cool, accurate shot, had died

of fright, paralyzed by the sight of some monster, and the beast had the chance

to eat him any time during the night.  His hand bore evidence that the creature

had sniffed him, but there was no sign of a bite.  Do you know any modern

South American animal of any size that would not have eaten him?  I don’t.  I

know, however, that the diplodocus is herbivorous.  Grass forms its diet.  So I

think he may have seen such a prehistoric animal as the Indians mentioned.  I

don’t know.  People would call me crazy if I told them I believed it.  But some

day I’m going back to Bolivia.  The nights when I think about Manion, I can not

sleep.  I must go back to see what it was that shocked him lifeless with that

horror that I saw painted indelibly on his features.  Perhaps—who knows?”
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The past ten days Alhubel had basked in the radiant midwinter weather

proper to its eminence of over 6,000 feet.  From rising to setting the sun (so

surprising to those who have hitherto associated it with a pale, tepid plate

indistinctly shining through the murky air of England) had blazed its way across

the sparkling blue, and every night the serene and windless frost had made the

stars sparkle like illuminated diamond dust.  Sufficient snow had fallen before

Christmas to content the skiers, and the big rink, sprinkled every evening,

had given the skaters each morning a fresh surface on which to perform their

slippery antics.  Bridge and dancing served to while away the greater part of

the night, and to me, now for the first time tasting the joys of a winter in the

Engadine, it seemed that a new heaven and a new earth had been lighted,

warmed, and refrigerated for the special benefit of those who like myself had

been wise enough to save up their days of holiday for the winter.

But a break came in these ideal conditions: one afternoon the sun grew

vapour-veiled and up the valley from the north-west a wind frozen with miles

of travel over ice-bound hill-sides began scouting through the calm halls of the

heavens.  Soon it grew dusted with snow, first in small flakes driven almost

horizontally before its congealing breath and then in larger tufts as of

swansdown.  And though all day for a fortnight before the fate of nations and

life and death had seemed to me of far less importance than to get certain

tracings of the skate-blades on the ice of proper shape and size, it now seemed

that the one paramount consideration was to hurry back to the hotel for

shelter: it was wiser to leave rocking-turns alone than to be frozen in their quest.

I had come out here with my cousin, Professor Ingram, the celebrated

physiologist and Alpine climber.  During the serenity of the last fortnight he had

made a couple of notable winter ascents, but this morning his weather-wisdom

had mistrusted the signs of the heavens, and instead of attempting the ascent

of the Piz Passug he had waited to see whether his misgivings justified themselves.

So there he sat now in the hall of the admirable hotel with his feet on the

hot-water pipes and the latest delivery of the English post in his hands.  This

contained a pamphlet concerning the result of the Mount Everest expedition,

of which he had just finished the perusal when I entered.



“A very interesting report,” he said, passing it to me, “and they certainly

deserve to succeed next year.  But who can tell, what that final six thousand

feet may entail?  Six thousand feet more when you have already accomplished

twenty-three thousand does not seem much, but at present no one knows

whether the human frame can stand exertion at such a height.  It may affect

not the lungs and heart only, but possibly the brain.  Delirious hallucinations

may occur. In fact, if I did not know better, I should have said that one such

hallucination had occurred to the climbers already.”

“And what was that?” I asked.

“You will find that they thought they came across the tracks of some naked

human foot at a great altitude.  That looks at first sight like an hallucination.

What more natural than that a brain excited and exhilarated by the extreme

height should have interpreted certain marks in the snow as the footprints of a

human being?  Every bodily organ at these altitudes is exerting itself to the

utmost to do its work, and the brain seizes on those marks in the snow and

says ‘Yes, I’m all right, I’m doing my job, and I perceive marks in the snow

which I affirm are human footprints.’  You know, even at this altitude, how

restless and eager the brain is, how vividly, as you told me, you dream at night.

Multiply that stimulus and that consequent eagerness and restlessness by three,

and how natural that the brain should harbour illusions!  What after all is the

delirium which often accompanies high fever but the effort of the brain to do

its work under the pressure of feverish conditions?  It is so eager to continue

perceiving that it perceives things which have no existence!”

“And yet you don’t think that these naked human footprints were illusions,”

said I.  “You told me you would have thought so, if you had not known better.”

He shifted in his chair and looked out of the window a moment.  The air was

thick now with the density of the big snow-flakes that were driven along by the

squealing north-west gale.

“Quite so,” he said.  “In all probability the human footprints were real

human footprints.  I expect that they were the footprints, anyhow, of a being

more nearly a man than anything else.  My reason for saying so is that I know

such beings exist.  I have even seen quite near at hand—and I assure you I did

not wish to be nearer in spite of my intense curiosity—the creature, shall we

say, which would make such footprints.  And if the snow was not so dense, I

could show you the place where I saw him.”



He pointed straight out of the window, where across the valley lies the huge

tower of the Ungeheuerhorn with the carved pinnacle of rock at the top like

some gigantic rhinoceros-horn.  On one side only, as I knew, was the mountain

practicable, and that for none but the finest climbers; on the other three a

succession of ledges and precipices rendered it unscalable.  Two thousand feet

of sheer rock form the tower; below are five hundred feet of fallen boulders, up

to the edge of which grow dense woods of larch and pine.

“Upon the Ungeheuerhorn?” I asked.

“Yes.  Up till twenty years ago it had never been ascended, and I, like several

others, spent a lot of time in trying to find a route up it.  My guide and I

sometimes spent three nights together at the hut beside the Blumen glacier,

prowling round it, and it was by luck really that we found the route, for the

mountain looks even more impracticable from the far side than it does from

this.  But one day we found a long, transverse fissure in the side which led to a

negotiable ledge; then there came a slanting ice couloir which you could not

see till you got to the foot of it.  However, I need not go into that.”

The big room where we sat was filling up with cheerful groups driven

indoors by this sudden gale and snowfall, and the cackle of merry tongues

grew loud.  The band, too, that invariable appanage of tea-time at Swiss resorts,

had begun to tune up for the usual potpourri from the works of Puccini.  Next

moment the sugary, sentimental melodies began.

“Strange contrast!” said Ingram.  “Here are we sitting warm and cosy, our

ears pleasantly tickled with these little baby tunes and outside is the great storm

growing more violent every moment, and swirling round the austere cliffs of

the Ungeheuerhorn: the Horror-Horn, as indeed it was to me.”

“I want to hear all about it,” I said.  “Every detail: make a short story long, if

it’s short.  I want to know why it’s your Horror-Horn?”

“Well, Chanton and I (he was my guide) used to spend days prowling about

the cliffs, making a little progress on one side and then being stopped, and

gaining perhaps five hundred feet on another side and then being confronted

by some insuperable obstacle, till the day when by luck we found the route.

Chanton never liked the job, for some reason that I could not fathom.  It was

not because of the difficulty or danger of the climbing, for he was he most

fearless man I have ever met when dealing with rocks and ice, but he was



always insistent that we should get off the mountain and back to the Blumen

hut before sunset.  He was scarcely easy even when we had got back to shelter

and locked and barred the door, and I well remember one night when, as we

ate our supper, we heard some animal, a wolf probably, howling somewhere

out in the night.  A positive panic seized him, and I don’t think he closed his

eyes till morning.  It struck me then that there might be some grisly legend

about the mountain, connected possibly with its name, and next day I asked

him why the peak was called the Horror Horn.  He put the question off at first,

and said that, like the Schreckhorn, its name was due to its precipices and

falling stones; but when I pressed him further he acknowledged that there was

a legend about it, which his father had told him.  There were creatures, so it

was supposed, that lived in its caves, things human in shape, and covered,

except for the face and hands, with long black hair.  They were dwarfs in size,

four feet high or thereabouts, but of prodigious strength and agility, remnants

of some wild primeval race.  It seemed that they were still in an upward stage

of evolution, or so I guessed, for the story ran that sometimes girls had been

carried off by them, not as prey, and not for any such fate as for those captured

by cannibals, but to be bred from.  Young men also had been raped by them, to

be mated with the females of their tribe. All this looked as if the creatures, as I

said, were tending towards humanity.  But naturally I did not believe a word of

it, as applied to the conditions of the present day.  Centuries ago, conceivably,

there may have been such beings, and, with the extraordinary tenacity of

tradition, the news of this had been handed down and was still current round

the hearths of the peasants.  As for their numbers, Chanton told me that three

had been once seen together by a man who owing to his swiftness on skis

had escaped to tell the tale.  This man, he averred, was no other than his

grand-father, who had been benighted one winter evening as he passed through

the dense woods below the Ungeheuerhorn, and Chanton supposed that they

had been driven down to these lower altitudes in search of food during severe

winter weather, for otherwise the recorded sights of them had always taken

place among the rocks of the peak itself.  They had pursued his grandfather,

then a young man, at an extraordinarily swift canter, running sometimes

upright as men run, sometimes on all-fours in the manner of beasts, and their

howls were just such as that we had heard that night in the Blumen hut.  Such

at any rate was the story Chanton told me, and, I like you, I regarded it as the

very moonshine of superstition.  But the very next day I had reason to reconsider

my judgment about it.

“It was on that day that after a week of exploration we hit on the only route

at present known to the top of our peak.  We started as soon as there was light



enough to climb by, for, as you may guess, on very difficult rocks it is impossible

to climb by lantern or moonlight.  We hit on the long fissure I have spoken of,

we explored the ledge which from below seemed to end in nothingness, and

with an hour’s stepcutting ascended the couloir which led upwards from it.

From there onwards it was a rock-climb, certainly of considerable difficulty,

but with no heart-breaking discoveries ahead, and it was about nine in the

morning that we stood on the top.  We did not wait there long, for that side of

the mountain is raked by falling stones loosened, when the sun grows hot,

from the ice that holds them, and we made haste to pass the ledge where the

falls are most frequent.  After that there was the long fissure to descend, a

matter of no great difficulty, and we were at the end of our work by midday,

both of us, as you may imagine, in the state of the highest elation.

“A long and tiresome scramble among the huge boulders at the foot of the

cliff then lay before us.  Here the hill-side is very porous and great caves extend

far into the mountain.  We had unroped at the base of the fissure, and were

picking our way as seemed good to either of us among these fallen rocks, many

of them bigger than an ordinary house, when, on coming round the corner of

one of these, I saw that which made it clear that the stories Chanton had told

me were no figment of traditional superstition.

“Not twenty yards in front of me lay one of the beings of which he had

spoken.  There it sprawled naked and basking on its back with face turned up

to the sun, which its narrow eyes regarded unwinking.  In form it was completely

human, but the growth of hair that covered limbs and trunk alike almost

completely hid the sun-tanned skin beneath.  But its face, save for the down on

its cheeks and chin, was hairless, and I looked on a countenance the sensual

and malevolent bestiality of which froze me with horror.  Had the creature

been an animal, one would have felt scarcely a shudder at the gross animalism

of it; the horror lay in the fact that it was a man.  There lay by it a couple of

gnawed bones, and, its meal finished, it was lazily licking its protuberant lips,

from which came a purring murmur of content.  With one hand it scratched

the thick hair on its belly, in the other it held one of these bones, which

presently split in half beneath the pressure of its finger and thumb.  But my

horror was not based on the information of what happened to those men whom

these creatures caught, it was due only to my proximity to a thing so human

and so infernal.  The peak, of which the ascent had a moment ago filled us with

such elated satisfaction, because to me to me an Ungeheuerhorn indeed, for it

was the home of beings more awful than the delirium of nightmare could ever

have conceived.



“Chanton was a dozen paces behind me, and with a backward wave of my

hand I caused him to halt.  Then withdrawing myself with infinite precaution,

so as not to attract the gaze of that basking creature, I slipped back round the

rock, whispered to him what I had seen, and with blanched faces we made a

long detour, peering round every corner, and crouching low, not knowing that

at any step we might not come upon another of these beings, or that from the

mouth of one of these caves in the mountain-side there might not appear

another of those hairless and dreadful faces, with perhaps this time the breasts

and insignia of womanhood.  That would have been the worst of all.

“Luck favoured us, for we made our way among the boulders and shifting

stones, the rattle of which might at any moment have betrayed us, without a

repetition of my experience, and once among the trees we ran as if the Furies

themselves were in pursuit.  Well now did I understand, though I dare say I

cannot convey, the qualms of Chanton’s mind when he spoke to me of these

creatures.  Their very humanity was what made them so terrible, the fact that

they were of the same race as ourselves, but of a type so abysmally degraded

that the most brutal and inhuman of men would have seemed angelic in

comparison.”

The music of the small band was over before he had finished the narrative, and

the chattering groups round the tea-table had dispersed.  He paused a moment.

“There was a horror of the spirit,” he said, “which I experienced then, from

which, I verily believe, I have never entirely recovered.  I saw then how terrible

a living thing could be, and how terrible, in consequence, was life itself.  In us

all I suppose lurks some inherited germ of that ineffable bestiality, and who

knows whether, sterile as it has apparently become in the course of centuries,

it might no fructify again.  When I saw that creature sun itself, I looked into the

abyss out of which we have crawled.  And these creatures are trying to crawl

out of it now, if they exist any longer.  Certainly for the last twenty years there

has been no record of their being seen, until we come to this story of the

footprint seen by the climbers on Everest.  If that is authentic, if the party did no

mistake the footprint of some bear, or what not, for a human tread, it seems as

if still this bestranded remnant of mankind is in existence.”

Now, Ingram, had told his story well; but sitting in this warm and civilised

room, the horror which he had clearly felt had not communicated itself to me

in any very vivid manner.  Intellectually, I agreed, I could appreciate his horror,

but certainly my spirit felt no shudder of interior comprehension.



“But it is odd,” I said, “that your keen interest in physiology did not disperse

your qualms.  You were looking, so I take it, at some form of man more remote

probably than the earliest human remains.  Did not something inside you say

‘This is of absorbing significance’?”

He shook his head.

“No: I only wanted to get away,” said he.  “It was not, as I have told you, the

terror of what according to Chanton’s story, might await us if we were captured;

it was sheer horror at the creature itself.  I quaked at it.”

The snowstorm and the gale increased in violence that night, and I slept

uneasily, plucked again and again from slumber by the fierce battling of the

wind that shook my windows as if with an imperious demand for admittance.

It came in billowy gusts, with strange noises intermingled with it as for a

moment it abated, with flutings and moanings that rose to shrieks as the fury of

it returned.  These noises, no doubt, mingled themselves with my drowsed and

sleepy consciousness, and once I tore myself out of nightmare, imagining that

the creatures of the Horror-horn had gained footing on my balcony and were

rattling at the window-bolts.  But before morning the gale had died away, and I

awoke to see the snow falling dense and fast in a windless air. For three days it

continued, without intermission, and with its cessation there came a frost such

as I have never felt before.  Fifty degrees were registered one night, and more

the next, and what the cold must have been on the cliffs of the Ungeheuerhorn

I cannot imagine.  Sufficient, so I thought, to have made an end altogether of its

secret inhabitants: my cousin, on that day twenty years ago, had missed an

opportunity for study which would probably never fall again either to him or

another.

I received one morning a letter from a friend saying that he had arrived at

the neighbouring winter resort of St. Luigi, and proposing that I should come

over for a morning’s skating and lunch afterwards.  The place was not more

than a couple of miles off, if one took the path over the low, pine-clad foot-hills

above which lay the steep woods below the first rocky slopes of the

Ungeheuerhorn; and accordingly, with a knapsack containing skates on my

back, I went on skis over the wooded slopes and down by an easy descent

again on to St. Luigi.  The day was overcast, clouds entirely obscured the higher

peaks though the sun was visible, pale and unluminous, through the mists.  But

as the morning went on, it gained the upper hand, and I slid down into St. Luigi

beneath a sparkling firmament.  We skated and lunched, and then, since it



looked as if thick weather was coming up again, I set out early about three

o’clock for my return journey.

Hardly had I got into the woods when the clouds gathered thick above, and

streamers and skeins of them began to descend among the pines through which

my path threaded its way.  In ten minutes more their opacity had so increased

that I could hardly see a couple of yards in front of me.  Very soon I became

aware that I must have got off the path, for snow-cowled shrubs lay directly in

my way, and, casting back to find it again, I got altogether confused as to

direction.  But, though progress was difficult, I knew I had only to keep on the

ascent, and presently I should come to the brow of these low foot-hills, and

descend into the open valley where Alhubel stood.  So on I went, stumbling

and sliding over obstacles, and unable, owing to the thickness of the snow, to

take off my skis, for I should have sunk over the knees at each step.  Still the

ascent continued, and looking at my watch I saw that I had already been near

an hour on my way from St. Luigi, a period more than sufficient to complete my

whole journey.  But still I stuck to my idea that though I had certainly strayed far

from my proper route a few minutes more must surely see me over the top of

the upward way, and I should find the ground declining into the next valley.

About now, too, I noticed that the mists were growing suffused with rose-colour,

and, though the inference was that it must be dose on sunset, there was

consolation in the fact that they were there and might lift at any moment and

disclose to me my whereabouts.  But the fact that night would soon be on me

made it needful to bar my mind against that despair of loneliness which so eats

out the heart of a man who is lost in woods or on mountain-side, that, though

still there is plenty of vigour in his limbs, his nervous force is sapped, and he

can do no more than lie down and abandon himself to whatever fate may

await him . . .  And then I heard that which made the thought of loneliness

seem bliss indeed, for there was a worse fate than loneliness.  What I heard

resembled the howl of a wolf, and it came from not far in front of me where the

ridge—was it a ridge?—still rose higher in vestment of pines.

From behind me came a sudden puff of wind, which shook the frozen snow

from the drooping pine-branches, and swept away the mists as a broom sweeps

the dust from the floor.  Radiant above me were the unclouded skies, already

charged with the red of the sunset, and in front I saw that I had come to the

very edge of the wood through which I had wandered so long.  But it was no

valley into which I had penetrated, for there right ahead of me rose the steep

slope of boulders and rocks soaring upwards to the foot of the Ungeheuerhorn.

What, then, was that cry of a wolf which had made my heart stand still?  I saw.



Not twenty yards from me was a fallen tree, and leaning against the trunk of

it was one of the denizens of the Horror-Horn, and it was a woman.  She was

enveloped in a thick growth of hair grey and tufted, and from her head it

streamed down over her shoulders and her bosom, from which hung withered

and pendulous breasts.  And looking on her face I comprehended not with my

mind alone, but with a shudder of my spirit, what Ingram had felt.  Never had

nightmare fashioned so terrible a countenance; the beauty of sun and stars

and of the beasts of the field and the kindly race of men could not atone for so

hellish an incarnation of the spirit of life.  A fathomless bestiality modelled the

slavering mouth and the narrow eyes; I looked into the abyss itself and knew

that out of that abyss on the edge of which I leaned the generations of men had

climbed.  What if that ledge crumbled in front of me and pitched me headlong

into its nethermost depths? . . .

In one hand she held by the horns a chamois that kicked and struggled.  A

blow from its hindleg caught her withered thigh, and with a grunt of anger she

seized the leg in her other hand, and, as a man may pull from its sheath a stem

of meadow-grass, she plucked it off the body, leaving the torn skin hanging

round the gaping wound.  Then putting the red, bleeding member to her mouth

she sucked at it as a child sucks a stick of sweetmeat.  Through flesh and gristle

her short, brown teeth penetrated, and she licked her lips with a sound of

purring.  Then dropping the leg by her side, she looked again at the body of

the prey now quivering in its death-convulsion, and with finger and thumb

gouged out one of its eyes.  She snapped her teeth on it, and it cracked like a

soft-shelled nut.

It must have been but a few seconds that I stood watching her, in some

indescribable catalepsy of terror, while through my brain there pealed the

panic-command of my mind to my stricken limbs “Begone, begone, while there

is time.”  Then, recovering the power of my joints and muscles, I tried to slip

behind a tree and hide myself from this apparition.  But the woman—shall I

say?—must have caught my stir of movement, for she raised her eyes from her

living feast and saw me.  She craned forward her neck, she dropped her prey,

and half rising began to move towards me.  As she did this, she opened her

mouth, and gave forth a howl such as I had heard a moment before.  It was

answered by another, but faintly and distantly.

Sliding and slipping, with the toes of my skis tripping in the obstacles below

the snow, I plunged forward down the hill between the pine-trunks.  The low

sun already sinking behind some rampart of mountain in the west reddened



the snow and the pines with its ultimate rays.  My knapsack with the skates in

it swung to and fro on my back, one ski-stick had already been twitched out of

my hand by a fallen branch of pine, but not a second’s pause could I allow

myself to recover it. I gave no glance behind, and I knew not at what pace my

pursuer was on my track, or indeed whether any pursued at all, for my whole

mind and energy, now working at full power again under the stress of my panic,

was devoted to getting away down the hill and out of the wood as swiftly as my

limbs could bear me.  For a little while I heard nothing but the hissing snow of

my headlong passage, and the rustle of the covered undergrowth beneath my

feet, and then, from dose at hand behind me, once more the wolf-howl sounded

and I heard the plunging of footsteps other than my own.

The strap of my knapsack had shifted, and as my skates swung to and fro on

my back it chafed and pressed on my throat, hindering free passage of air, of

which, God knew, my labouring lungs were in dire need, and without pausing

I slipped it free from my neck, and held it in the hand from which my ski-stick

had been jerked.  I seemed to go a little more easily for this adjustment, and

now, not so far distant, I could see below me the path from which I had strayed.

If only I could reach that, the smoother going would surely enable me to

outdistance my pursuer, who even on the rougher ground was but slowly

overhauling me, and at the sight of that riband stretching unimpeded downhill,

a ray of hope pierced the black panic of my soul.  With that came the desire,

keen and insistent, to see who or what it was that was on my tracks, and I

spared a backward glance.  It was she, the hag whom I had seen at her

gruesome meal; her long grey hair flew out behind her, her mouth chattered

and gibbered, her fingers made grabbing movements, as if already they closed

on me.

But the path was now at hand, and the nearness of it I suppose made me

incautious.  A hump of snow-covered bush lay in my path, and, thinking I could

jump over it, I tripped and fell, smothering myself in snow.  I heard a maniac

noise, half scream, half laugh, from close behind, and before I could recover

myself the grabbing fingers were at my neck, as if a steel vice had closed there.

But my right hand in which I held my knapsack of skates was free, and with a

blind back-handed movement I whirled it behind me at the full length of its

strap, and knew that my desperate blow had found its billet somewhere.  Even

before I could look round I felt the grip on my neck relax, and something

subsided into the very bush which had entangled me.  I recovered my feet and

turned.



There she lay, twitching and quivering.  The heel of one of my skates piercing

the thin alpaca of the knapsack had hit her full on the temple, from which the

blood was pouring, but a hundred yards away I could see another such figure

coming downwards on my tracks, leaping and bounding.  At that panic rose

again within me, and I sped off down the white smooth path that led to the

lights of the village already beckoning.  Never once did I pause in my headlong

going: there was no safety until I was back among the haunts of men.  I flung

myself against the door of the hotel, and screamed for admittance, though I

had but to turn the handle and enter; and once more as when Ingram had told

his tale, there was the sound of the band, and the chatter of voices, and there,

too, was he himself, who looked up and then rose swiftly to his feet as I made

my clattering entrance.

“I have seen them too,” I cried.  “Look at my knapsack.  Is there not blood

on it?  It is the blood of one of them, a woman, a hag, who tore off the leg of a

chamois as I looked, and pursued me through the accursed wood.  I—”

Whether it was I who spun round, or the room which seemed to spin round

me, I knew not, but I heard myself falling, collapsed on the floor, and the next

time that I was conscious at all I was in bed.  There was Ingram there, who told

me that I was quite safe, and another man, a stranger, who pricked my arm

with the nozzle of a syringe, and reassured me . . .

A day or two later I gave a coherent account of my adventure, and three or

four men, armed with guns, went over my traces.  They found the bush in

which I had stumbled, with a pool of blood which had soaked into the snow,

and, still following my ski-tracks, they came on the body of a chamois, from

which had been torn one of its hindlegs and one eye-socket was empty.  That

is all the corroboration of my story that I can give the reader, and for myself I

imagine that the creature which pursued me was either not killed by my blow

or that her fellows removed her body . . .  Anyhow, it is open to the incredulous

to prowl about the caves of the Ungeheuerhorn, and see if anything occurs that

may convince them.
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The observatory at Avu, in Borneo, stands on the spur of the mountain.  To

the north rises the old crater, black against the unfathomable blue of the sky.

From the little circular building, with its mushroom dome, the slopes plunge

steeply downward into the black mysteries of the tropical forest beneath.  The

little house in which the observer and his assistant live is about fifty yards from

the observatory, and beyond this are the huts of their native attendants.

Thaddy, the chief observer, was down with a slight fever.  His assistant,

Woodhouse, paused for a moment in silent contemplation of the tropical night

before commencing his solitary vigil.  The night was very silent.  Now and then

voices and laughter came from the native huts, or the cry of some strange

animal was heard from the midst of the mystery of the forest.  Nocturnal insects

appeared in ghostly fashion out of the darkness, and fluttered round his light.

He thought, perhaps, of all the possibilities of discovery that still lay in the black

tangle beneath him; for to the naturalist the virgin forests of Borneo are still a

wonderland, full of strange questions and half-suspected discoveries.

Woodhouse carried a small lantern in his hand, and its yellow glow contrasted

vividly with the infinite series of tints between lavender-blue and black in which

the landscape was painted.  His hands and face were smeared with ointment

against the attacks of the mosquitoes.

Even in these days of celestial photography, work done in a purely temporary

erection, and with only the most primitive appliances in addition to the telescope,

still involves a very large amount of cramped and motionless watching.  He

sighed as he thought of the physical fatigues before him, stretched himself,

and entered the observatory.

The reader is probably familiar with the structure of an ordinary astronomical

observatory.  The building is usually cylindrical in shape, with a very light

hemispherical roof capable of being turned round from the interior.  The

telescope is supported upon a stone pillar in the centre, and a clockwork

arrangement compensates for the earth’s rotation, and allows a star once found

to be continuously observed.  Besides this, there is a compact tracery of wheels

and screws about its point of support, by which the astronomer adjusts it.  There

is, of course, a slit in the movable roof which follows the eye of the telescope in



its survey of the heavens.  The observer sits or lies on a sloping wooden

arrangement, which he can wheel to any part of the observatory as the position

of the telescope may require.  Within it is advisable to have things as dark as

possible, in order to enhance the brilliance of the stars observed.

The lantern flared as Woodhouse entered his circular den, and the general

darkness fled into black shadows behind the big machine, from which it

presently seemed to creep back over the whole place again as the light waned.

The slit was a profound transparent blue, in which six stars shone with tropical

brilliance, and their light lay, a pallid gleam, along the black tube of the instrument.

Woodhouse shifted the roof, and then proceeding to the telescope, turned first

one wheel and then another, the great cylinder slowly swinging into a new

position.  Then he glanced through the finder, the little companion telescope,

moved the roof a little more, made some further adjustments, and set the

clockwork in motion.  He took off his jacket, for the night was very hot, and

pushed into position the uncomfortable seat to which he was condemned for

the next four hours.  Then with a sigh he resigned himself to his watch upon

the mysteries of space.

There was no sound now in the observatory, and the lantern waned steadily.

Outside there was the occasional cry of some animal in alarm or pain, or

calling to its mate, and the intermittent sounds of the Malay and Dyak servants.

Presently one of the men began a queer chanting song, in which the others

joined at intervals.  After this it would seem that they turned in for the night, for

no further sound came from their direction, and the whispering stillness

became more and more profound.

The clockwork ticked steadily.  The shrill hum of a mosquito explored the

place and grew shriller in indignation at Woodhouse’s ointment.  Then the

lantern went out and all the observatory was black.

Woodhouse shifted his position presently, when the slow movement of the

telescope had carried it beyond the limits of his comfort.

He was watching a little group of stars in the Milky Way, in one of which his

chief had seen or fancied a remarkable colour variability.  It was not a part of

the regular work for which the establishment existed, and for that reason

perhaps Woodhouse was deeply interested.  He must have forgotten things

terrestrial.  All his attention was concentrated upon the great blue circle of

the telescope field—a circle powdered, so it seemed, with an innumerable



multitude of stars, and all luminous against the blackness of its setting.  As he

watched he seemed to himself to become incorporeal, as if he too were

floating in the ether of space.  Infinitely remote was the faint red spot he was

observing.

Suddenly the stars were blotted out.  A flash of blackness passed, and they

were visible again.

“Queer,” said Woodhouse.  “Must have been a bird.”

The thing happened again, and immediately after the great tube shivered as

though it had been struck.  Then the dome of the observatory resounded with

a series of thundering blows.  The stars seemed to sweep aside as the telescope

swung round and away from the slit in the roof.

“Great Scott!” cried Woodhouse.  “What ‘s this?”

Some huge, vague, black shape, with a flapping something like a wing,

seemed to be struggling in the aperture of the roof.  In another moment the slit

was clear again, and the luminous haze of the Milky Way shone warm and

bright.

The interior of the roof was perfectly black, and only a scraping sound marked

the whereabouts of the unknown creature.

Woodhouse had scrambled from the seat to his feet.  He was trembling

violently and in a perspiration with the suddenness of the occurrence.  Was the

thing, whatever it was, inside or out?  It was big, whatever else it might be.

Something shot across the skylight, and the telescope swayed.  He started

violently and put his arm up.  It was in the observatory, then, with him.  It was

clinging to the roof, apparently.  What the devil was it?  Could it see him?

He stood for perhaps a minute in a state of stupefaction.  The beast, whatever

it was, clawed at the interior of the dome, and then something flapped almost

into his face, and he saw the momentary gleam of starlight on a skin like oiled

leather.  His water-bottle was knocked off his little table with a smash.

The sense of some strange bird-creature hovering a few yards from his face

in the darkness was indescribably unpleasant to Woodhouse.  As his thought

returned he concluded that it must be some night-bird or large bat.  At any risk



he would see what it was, and pulling a match from his pocket, he tried to

strike it on the telescope seat.  There was a smoking streak of phosphorescent

light, the match flared for a moment, and he saw a vast wing sweeping

towards him, a gleam of grey-brown fur, and then he was struck in the face and

the match knocked out of his hand.  The blow was aimed at his temple, and a

claw tore sideways down to his check.  He reeled and fell, and he heard the

extinguished lantern smash.  Another blow followed as he fell.  He was partly

stunned, he felt his own warm blood stream out upon his face.  Instinctively he

felt his eyes had been struck at, and, turning over on his face to protect them,

tried to crawl under the protection of the telescope.

He was struck again upon the back, and he heard his jacket rip, and then

the thing hit the roof of the observatory.  He edged as far as he could between

the wooden seat and the eyepiece of the instrument, and turned his body round

so that it was chiefly his feet that were exposed.

With these he could at least kick.  He was still in a mystified state.  The

strange beast banged about in the darkness, and presently clung to the telescope,

making it sway and the gear rattle.  Once it flapped near him, and he kicked out

madly and felt a soft body with his feet.  He was horribly scared now.  It must be

a big thing to swing the telescope like that.  He saw for a moment the outline of

a head black against the starlight, with sharply-pointed upstanding ears and a

crest between them.  It seemed to him to be as big as a mastiff’s.  Then he

began to bawl out as loudly as he could for help.

At that the thing came down upon him again.  As it did so his hand touched

something beside him on the floor.  He kicked out, and the next moment his

ankle was gripped and held by a row of keen teeth.  He yelled again, and tried

to free his leg by kicking with the other.  Then he realised he had the broken

water-bottle at his hand, and, snatching it, he struggled into a sitting posture,

and feeling in the darkness towards his foot, gripped a velvety ear, like the ear

of a big cat.  He had seized the water-bottle by its neck and brought it down

with a shivering crash upon the head of the strange beast.  He repeated the

blow, and then stabbed and jobbed with the jagged end of it, in the darkness,

where he judged the face might be.

The small teeth relaxed their hold, and at once Woodhouse pulled his leg

free and kicked hard.  He felt the sickening feel of fur and bone giving under his

boot.  There was a tearing bite at his arm, and he struck over it at the face, as he

judged, and hit damp fur.



There was a pause; then he heard the sound of claws and the dragging of a

heavy body away from him over the observatory floor.  Then there was silence,

broken only by his own sobbing breathing, and a sound like licking.  Everything

was black except the parallelogram of the blue skylight with the luminous dust

of stars, against which the end of the telescope now appeared in silhouette.

He waited, as it seemed, an interminable time.

Was the thing coming on again?  He felt in his trouser-pocket for some

matches, and found one remaining.  He tried to strike this, but the floor was

wet, and it spat and went out.  He cursed.  He could not see where the door

was situated.  In his struggle he had quite lost his bearings.  The strange beast,

disturbed by the splutter of the match, began to move again.  “Time!” called

Woodhouse, with a sudden gleam of mirth, but the thing was not coming at

him again.  He must have hurt it, he thought, with the broken bottle.  He felt a

dull pain in his ankle.  Probably he was bleeding there.  He wondered if it

would support him if he tried to stand up.  The night outside was very still.

There was no sound of any one moving.  The sleepy fools had not heard those

wings battering upon the dome, nor his shouts.  It was no good wasting strength

in shouting.  The monster flapped its wings and startled him into a defensive

attitude.  He hit his elbow against the seat, and it fell over with a crash.  He

cursed this, and then he cursed the darkness.

Suddenly the oblong patch of starlight seemed to sway to and fro.  Was he

going to faint?  It would never do to faint.  He clenched his fists and set his teeth

to hold himself together.  Where had the door got to?  It occurred to him he

could get his bearings by the stars visible through the skylight.  The patch of

stars he saw was in Sagittarius and south-eastward; the door was north— or

was it north by west?  He tried to think.  If he could get the door open he might

retreat.  It might be the thing was wounded.  The suspense was beastly.  “Look

here!” he said, “if you don’t come on, I shall come at you.”

Then the thing began clambering up the side of the observatory, and he saw

its black outline gradually blot out the skylight.  Was it in retreat?  He forgot

about the door, and watched as the dome shifted and creaked.  Somehow he

did not feel very frightened or excited now.  He felt a curious sinking sensation

inside him.  The sharply-defined patch of light, with the black form moving

across it, seemed to be growing smaller and smaller.  That was curious. He

began to feel very thirsty, and yet he did not feel inclined to get anything to

drink.  He seemed to be sliding down a long funnel.



He felt a burning sensation in his throat, and then he perceived it was broad

daylight, and that one of the Dyak servants was looking at him with a curious

expression.  Then there was the top of Thaddy’s face upside down.  Funny

fellow Thaddy, to go about like that!  Then he grasped the situation better, and

perceived that his head was on Thaddy’s knee, and Thaddy was giving him

brandy.  And then he saw the eyepiece of the telescope with a lot of red smears

on it.  He began to remember.

“You’ve made this observatory in a pretty mess,” said Thaddy.

The Dyak boy was beating up an egg in brandy.  Woodhouse took this and

sat up.  He felt a sharp twinge of pain.  His ankle was tied up, so were his arm

and the side of his face.  The smashed glass, red-stained, lay about the floor,

the telescope seat was overturned, and by the opposite wall was a dark pool.

The door was open, and he saw the grey summit of the mountain against a

brilliant background of blue sky.

“Pah!” said Woodhouse.  “Who ‘s been killing calves here?  Take me out of it.”

Then he remembered the Thing, and the fight he had had with it.

“What was it?” he said to Thaddy—“the Thing I fought with—”

“You know that best,” said Thaddy.  “But, anyhow, don’t worry yourself now

about it.  Have some more to drink.”

Thaddy, however, was curious enough, and it was a hard struggle between

duty and inclination to keep Woodhouse quiet until he was decently put

away in bed, and had slept upon the copious dose of meat-extract Thaddy

considered advisable.  They then talked it over together.

“It was,” said Woodhouse, “more like a big bat than anything else in the

world.  It had sharp, short ears, and soft fur, and its wings were leathery.  Its

teeth were little, but devilish sharp, and its jaw could not have been very strong

or else it would have bitten through my ankle.”

“It has pretty nearly,” said Thaddy.

“It seemed to me to hit out with its claws pretty freely.  That is about as

much as I know about the beast.  Our conversation was intimate, so to speak,



and yet not confidential.”

“The Dyak chaps talk about a Big Colugo, a Klang-utang—whatever that

may be.  It does not often attack man, but I suppose you made it nervous.  They

say there is a Big Colugo and a Little Colugo, and a something else that sounds

like gobble.  They all fly about at night.  For my own part I know there are flying

foxes and flying lemurs about here; but they are none of them very big beasts.”

“There are more things in heaven and earth,” said Woodhouse,—and Thaddy

groaned at the quotation,—“and more particularly in the forests of Borneo, than

are dreamt of in our philosophies. On the whole, if the Borneo fauna is going to

disgorge any more of its novelties upon me, I should prefer that it did so when

I was not occupied in the observatory at night and alone.”
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Rum things!—Of course there are rum things happen at sea—As rum as

ever there were.  I remember when I was in the Alfred Jessop, a small barque,

whose owner was her skipper, we came across a most extraordinary thing.

We were twenty days out from London, and well down into the tropics.  It

was before I took my ticket, and I was in the fo’cas’le.  The day had passed

without a breath of wind, and the night found us with all the lower sails up in

the buntlines.

Now, I want you to take good note of what I am going to say:—

When it was dark in the second dog watch, there was not a sail in sight; not

even the far off smoke of a steamer, and no land nearer than Africa, about a

thousand miles to the eastward of us.

It was our watch on deck from eight to twelve, midnight, and my look-out

from eight to ten.  For the first hour, I walked to and fro across the break of the

fo’cas’le head, smoking my pipe and just listening to the quiet....  Ever hear the

kind of silence you can get away out at sea?  You need to be in one of the old-time

windjammers, with all the lights dowsed, and the sea as calm and quiet as

some queer plain of death.  And then you want a pipe and the lonesomeness of

the fo’cas’le head, with the caps’n to lean against while you listen and think.

And all about you, stretching out into the miles, only and always the enormous

silence of the sea, spreading out a thousand miles every way into the everlasting,

brooding night.  And not a light anywhere, out on all the waste of waters; nor

ever a sound, as I have told, except the faint moaning of the masts and gear, as

they chafe and whine a little to the occasional invisible roll of the ship.

And suddenly, across all this silence, I heard Jensen’s voice from the head

of the starboard steps, say:—

“Did you hear that, Duprey?”

“What?” I asked, cocking my head up.  But as I questioned, I heard what he

heard—the constant sound of running water, for all the world like the noise of



a brook running down a hill-side.  And the queer sound was surely not a

hundred fathoms off our port bow!

“By gum!” said Jensen’s voice, out of the darkness.  “That’s damned sort of

funny!”

“Shut up!” I whispered, and went across, in my bare feet, to the port rail,

where I leaned out into the darkness, and stared towards the curious sound.

The noise of a brook running down a hill-side continued, where there was

no brook for a thousand sea-miles in any direction.

“What is it?” said Jensen’s voice again, scarcely above a whisper now.  From

below him on the main-deck, there came several voices questioning:—“Hark!”

“Stow the talk!”  “. . . there!”  “Listen!”  “Lord love us, what is it?”  . . . And then

Jensen muttering to them to be quiet.

There followed a full minute, during which we all heard the brook, where

no brook could ever run; and then, out of the night there came a sudden hoarse

incredible sound:—oooaze, oooaze, arrrr, arrrr, oooaze—a stupendous sort of

croak, deep and somehow abominable, out of the blackness.  In the same

instant, I found myself sniffing the air.  There was a queer rank smell, stealing

through the night.

“Forrard there on the look-out!” I heard the mate singing out, away aft.

“Forrard there!  What the blazes are you doing!”

I heard him come clattering down the port ladder from the poop, and then

the sound of his feet at a run along the maindeck.  Simultaneously, there was a

thudding of bare feet, as the watch below came racing out of the fo’cas’le

beneath me.

“Now then!  Now then!  Now then!” shouted the Mate, as he charged up on

to the fo’cas’le head.

“What’s up?”

“It’s something off the port bow, Sir,” I said.  “Running water!  And then that

sort of howl....  Your night-glasses,” I suggested.



“Can’t see a thing,” he growled, as he stared away through the dark.  “There’s

a sort of mist.  Phoo!  what a devil of a stink!”

“Look!” said someone down on the main-deck.  “What’s that?”

I saw it in the same instant, and caught the Mate’s elbow.

“Look, Sir,” I said.  “There’s a light there, about three points off the bow.  It’s

moving.”

The Mate was staring through his night-glasses, and suddenly he thrust them

into my hands:—

“See if you can make it out,” he said, and forthwith put his hands round his

mouth, and bellowed into the night:—“Ahoy there!  Ahoy there!  Ahoy there!”

his voice going out lost into the silence and darkness all around.  But there

came never a comprehensible answer, only all the time the infernal noise of a

brook running out there on the sea, a thousand miles from any brook of earth;

and away on the port bow, a vague shapeless shining.

I put the glasses to my eyes, and stared.  The light was bigger and brighter,

seen through the binoculars; but I could make nothing of it, only a dull, elongated

shining, that moved vaguely in the darkness, apparently a hundred fathoms or

so, away on the sea.

“Ahoy there!  Ahoy there!” sung out the Mate again.  Then, to the men below:—

“Quiet there on the main-deck!”

There followed about a minute of intense stillness, during which we all

listened; but there was no sound, except the constant noise of water running

steadily.

I was watching the curious shining, and I saw it flick out suddenly at the

Mate’s shout.  Then in a moment I saw three dull lights, one under the other,

that flicked in and out intermittently.

“Here, give me the glasses!” said the Mate, and grabbed them from me.

He stared intensely for a moment; then swore, and turned to me:—



“What do you make of them?” he asked, abruptly.

“I don’t know, Sir,” I said.  “I’m just puzzled.  Perhaps it’s electricity, or

something of that sort.”

“Oh hell!” he replied, and leant far out over the rail, staring, “Lord!” he said,

for the second time, “what a stink!”

As he spoke, there came a most extraordinary thing; for there sounded a

series of heavy reports out of the darkness, seeming in the silence, almost as

loud as the sound of small cannon.

“They’re shooting!” shouted a man on the main-deck, suddenly.

The Mate said nothing; only he sniffed violently at the night air.  “By Gum!”

he muttered, “what is it?”

I put my hand over my nose; for there was a terrible, charnel-like stench

filling all the night about us.

“Take my glasses, Duprey,” said the Mate, after a few minutes further

watching.  “Keep an eye over yonder.  I’m going to call the Captain.”

He pushed his way down the ladder, and hurried aft.  About five minutes

later, he returned forrard with the Captain and the Second and Third Mates, all

in their shirts and trousers.

“Anything fresh, Duprey?” asked the Mate.

“No, Sir,” I said, and handed him back his glasses.  “The lights have gone

again, and I think the mist is thicker.  There’s still the sound of running water

out there.”

The Captain and the three Mates stood some time along the port rail of the

fo’cas’le head, watching through their night-glasses, and listening.  Twice the

Mate hailed; but there came no reply.

There was some talk, among the officers; and I gathered that the Captain

was thinking of investigating.



“Clear one of the life-boats, Mr. Gelt,” he said, at last.  “The glass is steady;

there’ll be no wind for hours yet.  Pick out a half a dozen men.  Take ‘em out of

either watch, if they want to come.  I’ll be back when I’ve got my coat.”

“Away aft with you, Duprey, and some of you others,” said the Mate.  “Get

the cover off the port life-boat, and bail her out.”

“‘I, ‘i, Sir,” I answered, and went away aft with the others.

We had the boat into the water within twenty minutes, which is good time

for a wind-jammer, where boats are generally used as storage receptacles for

odd gear.

I was one of the men told off to the boat, with two others from our watch,

and one from the starboard.

The Captain came down the end of the main tops’l halyards into the boat,

and the Third after him.  The Third took the tiller, and gave orders to cast off.

We pulled out clear of our vessel, and the Skipper told us to lie on our oars

for a moment while he took his bearings.  He leant forward to listen, and we all

did the same.  The sound of the running water was quite distinct across the

quietness; but it struck me as seeming not so loud as earlier.

I remember now, that I noticed how plain the mist had become—a sort of

warm, wet mist; not a bit thick; but just enough to make the night very dark,

and to be visible, eddying slowly in a thin vapour round the port side-light,

looking like a red cloudiness swirling lazily through the red glow of the big

lamp.

There was no other sound at this time, beyond the sound of the running

water; and the Captain, after handing something to the Third Mate, gave the

order to give-way.

I was rowing stroke, and close to the officers, and so was able to see dimly

that the Captain had passed a heavy revolver over to the Third Mate.

“Ho!” I thought to myself, “so the Old Man’s a notion there’s really something

dangerous over there.”



I slipped a hand quickly behind me, and felt that my sheath knife was clear.

We pulled easily for about three or four minutes, with the sound of the

water growing plainer somewhere ahead in the darkness; and astern of us, a

vague red glowing through the night and vapour, showed where our vessel

was lying.

We were rowing easily, when suddenly the bow-oar muttered “G’lord!”

Immediately afterwards, there was a loud splashing in the water on his side of

the boat.

“What’s wrong in the bows, there?” asked the Skipper, sharply.

“There’s somethin’ in the water, Sir, messing round my oar,” said the man.

I stopped rowing, and looked round.  All the men did the same.  There was

a further sound of splashing, and the water was driven right over the boat in

showers.  Then the bow-oar called out:—“There’s somethin’ got a holt of my

oar, Sir!”

I could tell the man was frightened; and I knew suddenly that a curious

nervousness had come to me—a vague, uncomfortable dread, such as the

memory of an ugly tale will bring, in a lonesome place.  I believe every man in

the boat had a similar feeling.  It seemed to me in that moment, that a definite,

muggy sort of silence was all round us, and this in spite of the sound of the

splashing, and the strange noise of the running water somewhere ahead of us

on the dark sea.

“It’s let go the oar, Sir!” said the man.

Abruptly, as he spoke, there came the Captain’s voice in a roar:—“Back

water all!” he shouted.  “Put some beef into it now!  Back all!  Back all!... Why

the devil was no lantern put in the boat!  Back now!  Back!  Back!”

We backed fiercely, with a will; for it was plain that the Old Man had some

good reason to get the boat away pretty quickly.  He was right, too; though,

whether it was guess-work, or some kind of instinct that made him shout out at

that moment, I don’t know; only I am sure he could not have seen anything in

that absolute darkness.



As I was saying, he was right in shouting to us to back; for we had not backed

more than half a dozen fathoms, when there was a tremendous splash right

ahead of us, as if a house had fallen into the sea; and a regular wave of sea-water

came at us out of the darkness, throwing our bows up, and soaking us fore and aft.

“Good Lord!” I heard the Third Mate gasp out.  “What the devil’s that?”

“Back all!  Back!  Back!” the Captain sung out again.

After some moments, he had the tiller put over, and told us to pull.  We gave

way with a will, as you may think, and in a few minutes were alongside our

own ship again.

“Now then, men,” the Captain said, when we were safe aboard, “I’ll not

order any of you to come; but after the steward’s served out a tot of grog each,

those who are willing, can come with me, and we’ll have another go at finding

out what devil’s work is going on over yonder.”

He turned to the Mate, who had been asking questions:—

“Say, Mister,” he said, “it’s no sort of thing to let the boat go without a lamp

aboard.  Send a couple of the lads into the lamp locker, and pass out a couple

of the anchor-lights, and that deck bull’s-eye, you use at nights for clearing up

the ropes.”

He whipped round on the Third:—“Tell the steward to buck up with that

grog, Mr. Andrews,” he said, “and while you’re there, pass out the axes from

the rack in my cabin.”

The grog came along a minute later; and then the Third Mate with three big

axes from out the cabin rack.

“Now then, men,” said the Skipper, as we took our tots off, “those who are

coming with me, had better take an axe each from the Third Mate.  They’re

mightly good weapons in any sort of trouble.”

We all stepped forward, and he burst out laughing, slapping his thigh.

“That’s the kind of thing I like!” he said. “Mr. Andrews, the axes won’t go round.

Pass out that old cutlass from the steward’s pantry.  It’s a pretty hefty piece of iron!”



The old cutlass was brought, and the man who was short of an axe, collared

it.  By this time, two of the ‘prentices had filled (at least we supposed they had

filled them!) two of the ship’s anchor-lights; also they had brought out the

bull’s-eye lamp we used when clearing up the ropes on a dark night.  With the

lights and the axes and the cutlass, we felt ready to face anything, and down

we went again into the boat, with the Captain and the Third Mate after us.

“Lash one of the lamps to one of the boat-hooks, and rig it over the bows,”

ordered the Captain.

This was done, and in this way the light lit up the water for a couple of

fathoms ahead of the boat; and made us feel less that something could come

at us without our knowing.  Then the painter was cast off, and we gave way

again toward the sound of the running water, out there in the darkness.

I remember now that it struck me that our vessel had drifted a bit; for the

sounds seemed farther away.  The second anchor-light had been put in the

stern of the boat, and the Third Mate kept it between his feet, while he steered.

The Captain had the bull’s-eye in his hand, and was pricking up the wick with

his pocket-knife.

As we pulled, I took a glance or two over my shoulder; but could see nothing,

except the lamp making a yellow halo in the mist round the boat’s bows, as we

forged ahead.  Astern of us, on our quarter, I could see the dull red glow of our

vessel’s port light.  That was all, and not a sound in all the sea, as you might say,

except the roll of our oars in the rowlocks, and somewhere in the darkness

ahead, that curious noise of water running steadily; now sounding, as I have

said, fainter and seeming farther away.

“It’s got my oar again, Sir!” exclaimed the man at the bow oar, suddenly,

and jumped to his feet.  He hove his oar up with a great splashing of water, into

the air, and immediately something whirled and beat about in the yellow

halo of light over the bows of the boat.  There was a crash of breaking wood,

and the boat-hook was broken.  The lamp soused down into the sea, and was

lost.  Then in the darkness, there was a heavy splash, and a shout from the

bow-oar:—“It’s gone, Sir.  It’s loosed off the oar!”

“Vast pulling, all!” sung out the Skipper.  Not that the order was necessary;

for not a man was pulling.  He had jumped up, and whipped a big revolver out

of his coat pocket.



He had this in his right hand, and the bull’s-eye in his left.  He stepped forrard

smartly over the oars from thwart to thwart, till he reached the bows, where he

shone his light down into the water.

“My word!” he said. “Lord in Heaven!  Saw anyone ever the like!”

And I doubt whether any man ever did see what we saw then; for the water

was thick and living for yards round the boat with the hugest eels I ever saw

before or after.

“Give way, Men,” said the Skipper, after a minute.  “Yon’s no explanation of

the almighty queer sounds out yonder we’re hearing this night.  Give way, lads!”

He stood right up in the bows of the boat, shining his bulls’-eye from side to

side, and flashing it down on the water.

“Give way, lads!” he said again.  “They don’t like the light, that’ll keep them

from the oars.  Give way steady now.  Mr. Andrews, keep her dead on for the

noise out yonder.”

We pulled for some minutes, during which I felt my oar plucked at twice;

but a flash of the Captain’s lamp seemed sufficient to make the brutes loose hold.

The noise of the water running, appeared now quite near sounding.  About

this time, I had a sense again of an added sort of silence to all the natural

quietness of the sea.  And I had a return of the curious nervousness that had

touched me before.  I kept listening intensely, as if I expected to hear some

other sound than the noise of the water.  It came to me suddenly that I had the

kind of feeling one has in the aisle of a large cathedral.  There was a sort of

echo in the night—an incredibly faint reduplicating of the noise of our oars.

“Hark!” I said, audibly; not realizing at first that I was speaking aloud.  “There’s

an echo—”

“That’s it!” the Captain cut in, sharply.  “I thought I heard something rummy!”

... “I thought I heard something rummy,” said a thin ghostly echo, out of the

night... “thought I heard something rummy” ... “heard something rummy.”  The

words went muttering and whispering to and fro in the night about us, in a

rather a horrible fashion.



“Good Lord!” said the Old Man, in a whisper.

We had all stopped rowing, and were staring about us into the thin mist that

filled the night.  The Skipper was standing with the bull’s-eye lamp held over

his head, circling the beam of light round from port to starboard, and back

again.

Abruptly, as he did so, it came to me that the mist was thinner.  The sound of

the running water was very near; but it gave back no echo.

“The water doesn’t echo, Sir,” I said.  “That’s damn funny!”

“That’s damn funny,” came back at me, from the darkness to port and

starboard, in a multitudinous muttering....“Damn funny!....funny... eey!”

“Give way!” said the Old Man, loudly.  “I’ll bottom this!”

“I’ll bottom this....Bottom this...this!” The echo came back in a veritable

rolling of unexpected sound.  And then we had dipped our oars again, and the

night was full of the reiterated rolling echoes of our rowlocks.

Suddenly the echoes ceased, and there was, strangely, the sense of a great

space about us, and in the same moment the sound of the water running

appeared to be directly before us, but somehow up in the air.

“Vast rowing!” said the Captain, and we lay on our oars, staring round into

the darkness ahead.  The Old Man swung the beam of his lamp upwards,

making circles with it in the night, and abruptly I saw something looming vaguely

through the thinner-seeming mist.

“Look, Sir,” I called to the Captain.  “Quick, Sir, your light right above you!

There’s something up there!”

The Old Man flashed his lamp upwards, and found the thing I had seen.  But

it was too indistinct to make anything of, and even as he saw it, the darkness

and mist seemed to wrap it about.

“Pull a couple of strokes, all!” said the Captain.  “Stow your talk, there in the

boat!... Again!... That’ll do!  Vast pulling!”



He was sending the beam of his lamp constantly across that part of the night

where we had seen the thing, and suddenly I saw it again.

“There, Sir!” I said.  “A little starboard with the light.”

He flicked the light swiftly to the right, and immediately we all saw the thing

plainly—a strangely-made mast, standing up there out of the mist, and looking

like no spar I had ever seen.

It seemed now that the mist must lie pretty low on the sea in places; for the

mast stood up out of it plainly for several fathoms; but, lower, it was hidden in

the mist, which, I thought, seemed heavier now all round us; but thinner, as I

have said, above.

“Ship ahoy!” sung out the Skipper, suddenly.  “Ship ahoy, there!”  But for

some moments there came never a sound back to us except the constant noise

of the water running, not a score yards away; and then, it seemed to me that a

vague echo beat back at us out of the mist, oddly:—“Ahoy! Ahoy! Ahoy!”

“There’s something hailing us, Sir,” said the Third Mate.

Now, that “something” was significant.  It showed the sort of feeling that

was on us all.

“That’s na ship’s mast as ever I’ve seen!” I heard the man next to me mutter.

“It’s got a unnatcheral look.”

“Ahoy there!” shouted the Skipper again, at the top of his voice.  “Ahoy there!”

With the suddenness of a clap of thunder there burst out at us a vast,

grunting:—oooaze; arrrr; arrrr; oooaze—a volume of sound so great that it

seemed to make the loom of the oar in my hand vibrate.

“Good Lord!” said the Captain, and levelled his revolver into the mist; but he

did not fire.

I had loosed one hand from my oar, and gripped my axe.  I remember

thinking that the Skipper’s pistol wouldn’t be much use against whatever thing

made a noise like that.



“It wasn’t ahead, Sir,” said the Third Mate, abruptly, from where he sat and

steered.  “I think it came from somewhere over to starboard.”

“Damn this mist!” said the Skipper.  “Damn it!  What a devil of a stink!  Pass

that other anchor-light forrard.”

I reached for the lamp, and handed it to the next man, who passed it on.

“The other boat-hook,” said the Skipper; and when he’d got it, he lashed the

lamp to the hook end, and then lashed the whole arrangement upright in the

bows, so that the lamp was well above his head.

“Now,” he said.  “Give way gently!  And stand by to back-water, if I tell you....

Watch my hand, Mister,” he added to the Third Mate.  “Steer as I tell you.”

We rowed a dozen slow strokes, and with every stroke, I took a look over

my shoulder.  The Captain was leaning forward under the big lamp, with the

bull’s-eye in one hand and his revolver in the other.  He kept flashing the beam

of the lantern up into the night.

“Good Lord!” he said, suddenly.  “Vast pulling.”

We stopped, and I slewed round on the thwart, and stared.

He was standing up under the glow of the anchor-light, and shining the

bull’s-eye up at a great mass that loomed dully through the mist.  As he flicked

the light to and fro over the great bulk, I realized that the boat was within some

three or four fathoms of the hull of a vessel.

“Pull another stroke,” the Skipper said, in a quiet voice, after a few minutes

of silence.  “Gently now!  Gently! . . . Vast pulling!”

I slewed round again on my thwart and stared.  I could see part of the thing

quite distinctly now, and more of it, as I followed the beam of the Captain’s

lantern.  She was a vessel right enough; but such a vessel as I had never seen.

She was extraordinarily high out of the water, and seemed very short, and rose

up into a queer mass at one end.  But what puzzled me more, I think, than

anything else, was the queer look of her sides, down which water was streaming

all the time.



“That explains the sound of the water running,” I thought to myself; “but

what on earth is she built of?”

You will understand a little of my bewildered feelings, when I tell you that

as the beam of the Captain’s lamp shone on the side of this queer vessel, it

showed stone everywhere—as if she were built out of stone.  I never felt so

dumb-founded in my life.

“She’s stone, Cap’n” I said.  “Look at her, Sir!”

I realised, as I spoke, a certain horribleness, of the unnatural.... A stone ship,

floating out there in the night in the midst of the lonely Atlantic!

“She’s stone,” I said again, in that absurd way in which one reiterates, when

one is bewildered.

“Look at the slime on her!” muttered the man next but one forrard of me.

“She’s a proper Davy Jones ship.  By gum!  she stinks like a corpse!”

“Ship ahoy!” roared the Skipper, at the top of his voice.  “Ship ahoy!  Ship ahoy!”

His shout beat back at us, in a curious, dank, yet metallic, echo, something

the way one’s voice sounds in an old disused quarry.

“There’s no one aboard there, Sir,” said the Third Mate.  “Shall I put the boat

alongside?”

“Yes, shove her up, Mister,” said the Old Man.  “I’ll bottom this business.

Pull a couple of strokes, aft there!  In bow, and stand by to fend off.”

The Third Mate laid the boat alongside, and we unshipped our oars.

Then, I leant forward over the side of the boat, and pressed the flat of my

hand upon the stark side of the ship.  The water that ran down her side, sprayed

out over my hand and wrist in a cataract; but I did not think about being wet, for

my hand was pressed solid upon stone.... I pulled my hand back with a queer

feeling.

“She’s stone, right enough, Sir,” I said to the Captain.



“We’ll soon see what she is,” he said.  “Shove your oar up against her side,

and shin up.  We’ll pass the lamp up to you as soon as you’re aboard.  Shove

your axe in the back of your belt.  I’ll cover you with my gun, till you’re aboard.”

“‘I, ‘i, Sir,” I said; though I felt a bit funny at the thought of having to be the

first aboard that damn rummy craft.

I put my oar upright against her side, and took a spring up from the thwart,

and in a moment I was grabbing over my head for her rail, with every rag of me

soaked through with the water that was streaming down her, and spraying out

over the oar and me.

I got a firm grip of the rail, and hoisted my head high enough to look over;

but I could see nothing.... what with the darkness, and the water in my eyes.

I knew it was no time for going slow, if there were danger aboard; so I went

in over that rail in one spring, my boots coming down with a horrible, ringing,

hollow, stony sound on her decks.  I whipped the water out of my eyes and the

axe out of my belt, all in the same moment; then I took a good stare fore and

aft; but it was too dark to see anything.

“Come along, Duprey!” shouted the Skipper.  “Collar the lamp.”

I leant out sideways over the rail, and grabbed for the lamp with my left

hand, keeping the axe ready in my right, and staring inboard; for I tell you, I was

just mortally afraid in that moment of what might be aboard of her.

I felt the lamp-ring with my left hand, and gripped it.  Then I switched it

aboard, and turned fair and square to see where I’d gotten.

Now, you never saw such a packet as that, not in a hundred years, nor yet

two hundred, I should think.  She’d got a rum little main-deck, about forty feet

long, and then came a step about two feet high, and another bit of a deck, with

a little house on it.

That was the after end of her; and more I couldn’t see, because the light of

my lamp went no farther, except to show me vaguely the big, cocked-up stern

of her, going up into the darkness.  I never saw a vessel made like her; not even

in an old picture of old-time ships.



Forrard of me, was her mast—a big lump of a stick it was too, for her size.

And here was another amazing thing, the mast of her looked just solid stone.

“Funny, isn’t she, Duprey?” said the Skipper’s voice at my back, and I came

round on him with a jump.

“Yes,” I said.  “I’m puzzled.  Aren’t you, Sir?”

“Well,” he said, “I am.  If we were like the shellbacks they talk of in books,

we’d be crossing ourselves.  But, personally, give me a good heavy Colt, or the

hefty chunk of steel you’re cuddling.”

He turned from me, and put his head over the rail.

“Pass up the painter, Jales,” he said, to the bow-oar.  Then to the Third Mate:—

“Bring ‘em all up, Mister. If there’s going to be anything rummy, we may as

well make a picnic party of the lot.... Hitch that painter round the cleet yonder,

Duprey,” he added to me.  “It looks good solid stone!... That’s right.  Come along.”

He swung the thin beam of his lantern fore and aft, and then forrard again.

“Lord!” he said.  “Look at that mast.  It’s stone.  Give it a whack with the

back of your axe, man; only remember she’s apparently a bit of an old-timer!

So go gently.”

I took my axe short, and tapped the mast, and it rang dull, and solid, like a

stone pillar, I struck it again, harder, and a sharp flake of stone flew past my

cheek.  The Skipper thrust his lantern close up to where I’d struck the mast.

“By George,” he said, “she’s absolute a stone ship—solid stone, afloat here

out of Eternity, in the middle of the wide Atlantic.... Why! She must weigh a

thousand tons more than she’s buoyancy to carry.  It’s just impossible....  It’s—”

He turned his head quickly, at a sound in the darkness along the decks.  He

flashed his light that way, across the after decks; but we could see nothing

“Get a move on you in the boat!” he said sharply, stepping to the rail and

looking down.  “For once I’d really prefer a little more of your company....”  He

came round like a flash.  “Duprey, what was that?” he asked in a low voice.



“I certainly heard something, Sir,” I said.  “I wish the others would hurry.  By

Jove!  Look!  What’s that—”

“Where?” he said, and sent the beam of his lamp to where I pointed with

my axe.

“There’s nothing,” he said, after circling the light all over the deck.  “Don’t go

imagining things.  There’s enough solid unnatural fact here, without trying to

add to it.”

There came the splash and thud of feet behind, as the first of the men came

up over the side, and jumped clumsily into the lee scuppers, which had water

in them.  You see she had a cant to that side, and I supposed the water had

collected there.

The rest of the men followed, and then the Third Mate.  That made six men

of us, all well armed; and I felt a bit more comfortable, as you can think.

“Hold up that lamp of yours, Duprey, and lead the way,” said the Skipper.

“You’re getting the post of honour this trip!”

“‘I, ‘i, Sir,” I said, and stepped forward, holding up the lamp in my left hand,

and carrying my axe half way down the haft, in my right.

“We’ll try aft, first,” said the Captain, and led the way himself, flashing the

bull’s-eye to and fro.  At the raised portion of the deck, he stopped.

“Now,” he said, in his queer way, “let’s have a look at this....  Tap it with your

axe, Duprey....  Ah!” he added, as I hit it with the back of my axe.  “That’s what

we call stone at home, right enough.  She’s just as rum as anything I’ve seen

while I’ve been fishing.  We’ll go on aft and have a peep into the deck-house.

Keep your axes handy, men.”

We walked slowly up to the curious little house, the deck rising to it with

quite a slope.  At the foreside of the little deck-house, the Captain pulled up,

and shone his bull’s-eye down at the deck.  I saw that he was looking at what

was plainly the stump of the after mast.  He stepped closer to it, and kicked it

with his foot; and it gave out the same dull, solid note that the foremast had

done.  It was obviously a chunk of stone.



I held up my lamp so that I could see the upper part of the house more

clearly.  The fore-part had two square window-spaces in it; but there was no

glass in either of them; and the blank darkness within the queer little place, just

seemed to stare out at us.

And then I saw something suddenly... a great shaggy head of red hair was

rising slowly into sight, through the port window, the one nearest to us.

“My God!  What’s that, Cap’n?” I called out.  But it was gone, even as I spoke.

“What?” he asked, jumping at the way I had sung out.

“At the port window, Sir,” I said.  “A great red-haired head.  It came right up

to the window-place; and then it went in a moment.”

The Skipper stepped right up to the little dark window, and pushed his lantern

through into the blackness.  He flashed a light round; then withdrew the lantern.

“Bosh, man!” he said.  “That’s twice you’ve got fancying things.  Ease up

your nerves a bit!”

“I did see it!” I said, almost angrily.  “It was like a great red-haired head....”

“Stow it, Duprey!” he said, though not sneeringly.  “The house is absolutely

empty.  Come round to the door, if the Infernal Masons that built her, went in

for doors!  Then you’ll see for yourself.  All the same, keep your axes ready,

lads.  I’ve a notion there’s something pretty queer aboard here.”

We went up round the after-end of the little house, and here we saw what

appeared to be a door.

The Skipper felt at the queer, odd-shapen handle, and pushed at the door;

but it had stuck fast.

“Here, one of you!” he said, stepping back.  “Have a whack at this with your

axe.  Better use the back.”

One of the men stepped forward, and stood away to give him room.  As his

axe struck, the door went to pieces with exactly the same sound that a thin

slab of stone would make, when broken.



“Stone!” I heard the Captain mutter, under his breath.  “By Gum! What is she?”

I did not wait for the Skipper.  He had put me a bit on edge, and I stepped

bang in through the open doorway, with the lamp high, and holding my axe

short and ready; but there was nothing in the place, save a stone seat running

all round, except where the doorway opened on to the deck.

“Find your red-haired monster?” asked the Skipper, at my elbow.

I said nothing.  I was suddenly aware that he was all on the jump with some

inexplicable fear.  I saw his glance going everywhere about him.  And then his

eye caught mine, and he saw that I realised.  He was a man almost callous to

fear, that is the fear of danger in what I might call any normal sea-faring shape.

And this palpable nerviness affected me tremendously.  He was obviously

doing his best to throttle it; and trying all he knew to hide it.  I had a sudden

warmth of understanding for him, and dreaded lest the men should realise his

state.  Funny that I should be able at that moment to be aware of anything but

my own bewildered fear and expectancy of intruding upon something monstrous

at any instant.  Yet I describe exactly my feelings, as I stood there in the house.

“Shall we try below, Sir?” I said, and turned to where a flight of stone steps

led down into an utter blackness, out which rose a strange, dank scent of the

sea... an imponderable mixture of brine and darkness.

“The worthy Duprey leads the van!” said the Skipper; but I felt no irritation

now.  I knew that he must cover his fright, until he had got control again; and I

think he felt, somehow, that I was backing him up.  I remember now that I

went down those stairs into that unknowable and ancient cabin, as much aware

in that moment of the Captain’s state, as of that extraordinary thing I had just

seen at the little window, or of my own half-funk of what we might see any

moment.

The Captain was at my shoulder, as I went, and behind him came the Third

Mate, and then the men, all in single file; for the stairs were narrow.

I counted seven steps down, and then my foot splashed into water on the

eighth.  I held the lamp low and stared.  I had caught no glimpse of a reflection,

and I saw now that this was owing to a curious, dull, greyish scum that lay

thinly on the water, seeming to match the colour of the stone which composed

the steps and bulkheads.



“Stop!” I said.  “I’m in water!”

I let my foot down slowly, and got the next step.  Then sounded with my

axe, and found the floor at the bottom.  I stepped down and stood up to my

thighs in water.

“It’s all right, Sir,” I said, suddenly whispering.  I held my lamp up, and glanced

quickly about me.

“It’s not deep.  There’s two doors here....”

I whirled my axe up as I spoke; for suddenly, I had realised that one of the

doors was open a little.  It seemed to move, as I stared, and I could have imagined

that a vague undulation ran towards me, across the dull scum-covered water.

“The door’s opening!” I said, aloud, with a sudden sick feeling.  “Look out!”

I backed from the door, staring; but nothing came.  And abruptly, I had

control of myself; for I realised that the door was not moving.  It had not moved

at all.  It was simply ajar.

“It’s all right, sir,” I said.  “It’s not opening.”

I stepped forward again a pace towards the doors, as the Skipper and the

Third Mate came down with a jump, splashing water all over me.

The Captain still had the “nerves,” on him, as I think I could feel, even then;

but he hid it well.

“Try the door, Mister.  I’ve jumped my damn lamp out!” he growled to the

Third Mate; who pushed at the door on my right; but it would not open beyond

the nine or ten inches it was fixed ajar.

“There’s this one here, Sir,” I whispered, and held my lantern up to the closed

door that lay on my left.

“Try it,” said the Skipper, in an undertone.  We did so, but it also was fixed.

I whirled my axe suddenly, and struck the door heavily in the centre of the

main panel, and the whole thing crashed into flinders of stone, that went with

hollow sounding splashes into the darkness beyond.



“Goodness!” said the Skipper, in a startled voice; for my action had been so

instant and unexpected.  He covered his lapse, in a moment, by the warning:—

“Look out for bad air!”  But I was already inside with the lamp, and holding

my axe handily.  There was no bad air; for right across from me, was a split

clean through the ship’s side, that I could have put my two arms through, just

above the level of the scummy water.

The place I had broken into, was a cabin, of a kind; but seemed strange and

dank, and too narrow to breathe in; and wherever I turned, I saw stone.  The

Third Mate and the Skipper gave simultaneous expressions of disgust at the

wet dismalness of the place.

“It’s all of stone,” I said, and brought my axe hard against the front of a sort

of squat cabinet, which was built into the after bulkheads.  It caved in, with a

crash of splintered stone.

“Empty!” I said, and turned instantly away.

The Skipper and the Third Mate, with the men who were now peering in at

the door, crowded out; and in that moment, I pushed my axe under my arm,

and thrust my hand into the burst stone-chest.  Twice I did this, with almost the

speed of lightning, and shoved what I had seen, into the side-pocket of my

coat.  Then, I was following the others; and not one of them had noticed a

thing.  As for me, I was quivering with excitement, so that my knees shook; for

I had caught the unmistakable gleam of gems; and had grabbed for them in

that one swift instant.

I wonder whether anyone can realise what I felt in that moment.  I knew

that, if my guess were right, I had snatched the power in that one miraculous

moment, that would lift me from the weary life of a common shellback, to the

life of ease that had been mine during my early years.  I tell you, in that instant,

as I staggered almost blindly out of that dark little apartment, I had no thought

of any horror that might be held in that incredible vessel, out there afloat on the

wide Atlantic.

I was full of one blinding thought, that possibly I was rich!  And I wanted to

get somewhere by myself as soon as possible, to see whether I was right.  Also,

if I could, I meant to get back to that strange cabinet of stone, if the chance

came; for I knew that the two handfuls I had grabbed, had left a lot behind.



Only, whatever I did, I must let no one guess; for then I should probably lose

everything, or have but an infinitesimal share doled out to me, of the wealth

that I believed to be in those glittering things there in the side-pocket of my coat.

I began immediately to wonder what other treasures there might be aboard;

and then, abruptly, I realised that the Captain was speaking to me:

“The light, Duprey, damn you!” he was saying, angrily, in a low tone.  “What’s

the matter with you!  Hold it up.”

I pulled myself together, and shoved the lamp above my head.  One of the

men was swinging his axe, to beat in the door that seemed to have stood so

eternally ajar; and the rest were standing back, to give him room.  Crash! went

the axe, and half the door fell inward, in a shower of broken stone, making

dismal splashes in the darkness.  The man struck again, and the rest of the

door fell away, with a sullen slump into the water.

“The lamp,” muttered the Captain.  But I had hold of myself once more, and I

was stepping forward slowly through the thigh-deep water, even before he spoke.

I went a couple of paces in through the black gape of the doorway, and then

stopped and held the lamp so as to get a view of the place.  As I did so, I

remember how the intense silence struck home on me.  Every man of us must

surely have been holding his breath; and there must have been some heavy

quality, either in the water, or in the scum that floated on it, that kept it from

rippling against the sides of the bulkheads, with the movements we had made.

At first, as I held the lamp (which was burning badly), I could not get its

position right to show me anything, except that I was in a very large cabin for so

small a vessel.  Then I saw that a table ran along the centre, and the top of it

was no more than a few inches above the water.  On each side of it, there rose

the backs of what were evidently two rows of massive, olden looking chairs.  At

the far end of the table, there was a huge, immobile, humped something.

I stared at this for several moments; then I took three slow steps forward,

and stopped again; for the thing resolved itself, under the light from the

lamp, into the figure of an enormous man, seated at the end of the table, his

face bowed forward upon his arms.  I was amazed, and thrilling abruptly with

new fears and vague impossible thoughts.  Without moving a step, I held the

light nearer at arm’s length.... The man was of stone, like everything in that



extraordinary ship.

“That foot!” said the Captain’s voice, suddenly cracking.  “Look at that foot!”

His voice sounded amazingly startling and hollow in that silence, and the words

seemed to come back sharply at me from the vaguely seen bulkheads.

I whipped my light to starboard, and saw what he meant—a huge human

foot was sticking up out of the water, on the right hand of the table.  It was

enormous.  I have never seen so vast a foot.  And it also was of stone.

And then, as I stared, I saw that there was a great head above the water,

over by the bulkhead.

“I’ve gone mad!” I said, out loud, as I saw something else, more incredible.

“My God!  Look at the hair on the head!” said the Captain.... “It’s growing!”

he called out once more.

I was looking.  On the great head, there was becoming visible a huge mass

of red hair, that was surely and unmistakably rising up, as we watched it.

“It’s what I saw at the window!” I said.  “It’s what I saw at the window!  I told

you I saw it!”

“Come out of that, Duprey,” said the Third Mate, quietly.

“Let’s get out of here!” muttered one of the men.  Two or three of them

called out the same thing; and then, in a moment, they began a mad rush up

the stairway.

I stood dumb, where I was.  The hair rose up in a horrible living fashion on

the great head, waving and moving.  It rippled down over the forehead, and

spread abruptly over the whole gargantuan stone face, hiding the features

completely.  Suddenly, I swore at the thing madly, and I hove my axe at it.  Then

I was backing crazily for the door, slumping the scum as high as the deck beams,

in my fierce haste.  I reached the stairs, and caught at the stone rail, that was

modelled like a rope; and so hove myself up out of the water.  I reached the

deck-house, where I had seen the great head of hair.  I jumped through the

doorway, out on to the decks, and felt the night air sweet on my face.... Goodness!

I ran forward along the decks.  There was a Babel of shouting in the waist of the



ship, and a thudding of feet running.  Some of the men were singing out, to get

into the boat; but the Third Mate was shouting that they must wait for me.

“He’s coming,” called someone.  And then I was among them.

“Turn that lamp up, you idiot,” said the Captain’s voice.  “This is just where

we want light!”

I glanced down, and realised that my lamp was almost out.  I turned it up,

and it flared, and began again to dwindle.

“Those damned boys never filled it,” I said. “They deserve their necks

breaking.”

The men were literally tumbling over the side, and the Skipper was hurrying

them.

“Down with you into the boat,” he said to me.  “Give me the lamp.  I’ll pass

it down.  Get a move on you!”

The Captain had evidently got his nerve back again.  This was more like the

man I knew.  I handed him the lamp, and went over the side.  All the rest had

now gone, and the Third Mate was already in the stern, waiting.

As I landed on the thwart, there was a sudden strange noise from aboard

the ship—a sound, as if some stone object were trundling down the sloping

decks, from aft.  In that one moment, I got what you might truly call the

“horrors.”  I seemed suddenly able to believe incredible possibilities.

“The stone men!” I shouted.  “Jump, Captain!  Jump!  Jump!”  The vessel

seemed to roll oddly.

Abruptly, the Captain yelled out something, that not one of us in the boat

understood.  There followed a succession of tremendous sounds, aboard the

ship, and I saw his shadow swing out huge against the thin mist, as he turned

suddenly with the lamp.  He fired twice with his revolver.

“The hair!” I shouted.  “Look at the hair!”

We all saw it—the great head of red hair that we had seen grow visibly on



the monstrous stone head, below in the cabin.  It rose above the rail, and there

was a moment of intense stillness, in which I heard the Captain gasping.  The

Third Mate fired six times at the thing, and I found myself fixing an oar up against

the side of that abominable vessel, to get aboard.

As I did so, there came one appalling crash, that shook the stone ship fore

and aft, and she began to cant up, and my oar slipped and fell into the boat.

Then the Captain’s voice screamed something in a choking fashion above us.

The ship lurched forward and paused.  Then another crash came, and she

rocked over towards us; then away from us again.  The movement away from

us continued, and the round of the vessel’s bottom showed, vaguely.  There

was a smashing of glass above us, and the dim glow of light aboard vanished.

Then the vessel fell clean from us, with a giant splash.  A huge wave came at

us, out of the night, and half filled the boat.

The boat nearly capsized, then righted and presently steadied.

“Captain!” shouted the Third Mate.  “Captain!”  But there came never a sound;

only presently, out of all the night, a strange murmuring of waters.

“Captain!” he shouted once more; but his voice just went lost and remote

into the darkness.

“She’s foundered!” I said.

“Out oars,” sung out the Third.  “Put your backs into it.  Don’t stop to bail!”

For half an hour we circled the spot slowly.  But the strange vessel had

indeed foundered and gone down into the mystery of the deep sea, with her

mysteries.

Finally we put about, and returned to the Alfred Jessop.

Now, I want you to realize that what I am telling you is a plain and simple

tale of fact.  This is no fairy tale, and I’ve not done yet; and I think this yarn

should prove to you that some mighty strange things do happen at sea, and

always will while the world lasts.  It’s the home of all mysteries; for it’s the one

place that is really difficult for humans to investigate.  Now just listen:—

The Mate had kept the bell going, from time to time, and so we came



back pretty quickly, having as we came, a strange repetition of the echoey

reduplication of our oar-sounds; but we never spoke a word; for not one of us

wanted to hear those beastly echoes again, after what we had just gone through.

I think we all had a feeling that there was something a bit hellish aboard that

night.

We got aboard, and the Third explained to the Mate what had happened; but

he would hardly believe the yarn.  However, there was nothing to do, but wait for

daylight; so we were told to keep about the deck, and keep our eyes and ears open.

One thing the Mate did show he was more impressed by our yarn than he

would admit.  He had all the ships’ lanterns lashed up round the decks, to the

sheerpoles; and he never told us to give up either the axes or cutlass.

It was while we were keeping about the decks, that I took the chance to

have a look at what I had grabbed.  I tell you, what I found, made me nearly

forget the Skipper, and all the rummy things that had happened.  I had twenty-six

stones in my pocket and four of them were diamonds, respectively 9, 11, 13 1/2

and 17 carats in weight, uncut, that is.  I know quite something about diamonds.

I’m not going to tell you how I learnt what I know; but I would not have taken a

thousand pounds for the four, as they lay there, in my hand.  There was also a

big, dull stone, that looked red inside.  I’d have dumped it over the side, I thought

so little of it; only, I argued that it must be something, or it would never have

been among that lot.  Lord! but I little knew what I’d got; not then.  Why, the

thing was as big as a fair-sized walnut.  You may think it funny that I thought of

the four diamonds first; but you see, I know diamonds when I see them.  They’re

things I understand; but I never saw a ruby, in the rough, before or since.  Good

Lord!  And to think I’d have thought nothing of heaving it over the side!

You see, a lot of the stones were not anything much; that is, not in the

modern market.  There were two big topazes, and several onyx and corelians—

nothing much.  There were five hammered slugs of gold about two ounces

each they would be.  And then a prize—one winking green devil of an emerald.

You’re got to know an emerald to look for the “eye” of it, in the rough; but it

is there—the eye of some hidden devil staring up at you.  Yes, I’d seen an

emerald before, and I knew I held a lot of money in that one stone alone.

And then I remembered what I’d missed, and cursed myself for not grabbing a

third time.  But that feeling lasted only a moment.  I thought of the beastly part

that had been the Skipper’s share; while there I stood safe under one of the



lamps, with a fortune in my hands.  And then, abruptly, as you can understand,

my mind was filled with the crazy wonder and bewilderment of what had

happened.  I felt how absurdly ineffectual my imagination was to comprehend

anything understandable out of it all, except that the Captain had certainly gone,

and I had just as certainly had a piece of impossible luck.

Often, during that time of waiting, I stopped to take a look at the things I had

in my pocket; always careful that no one about the decks should come near

me, to see what I was looking at.

Suddenly the Mate’s voice came sharp along the decks:—

“Call the doctor, one of you,” he said.  “Tell him to get the fire in and the

coffee made.”

“‘I, Sir,” said one of the men; and I realized that the dawn was growing

vaguely over the sea.

Half an hour later, the “doctor” shoved his head out of the galley doorway,

and sung out that coffee was ready.

The watch below turned out, and had theirs with the watch on deck, all

sitting along the spar that lay under the port rail.

As the daylight grew, we kept a constant watch over the side; but even now

we could see nothing; for the thin mist still hung low on the sea.

“Hear that?” said one of the men, suddenly.  And, indeed, the sound must

have been plain for a half a mile round.

“Ooaaze, ooaaze, arr, arrrr, oooaze—”

“By George!” said Tallett, one of the other watch; “that’s a beastly sort of

thing to hear.”

“Look!” I said.  “What’s that out yonder?”

The mist was thinning under the effect of the rising sun, and tremendous

shapes seemed to stand towering half-seen, away to port.  A few minutes passed,

while we stared.  Then, suddenly, we heard the Mate’s voice—



“All hands on deck!” he was shouting, along the decks.

I ran aft a few steps.

“Both watches are out, Sir,” I called.

“Very good!” said the Mate.  “Keep handy all of you.  Some of you have got

the axes.  The rest had better take a caps-n-bar each, and stand-by till I find

what this devilment is, out yonder.”

“‘I, ‘i Sir,” I said, and turned forrard.  But there was no need to pass on the

Mate’s orders; for the men had heard, and there was a rush for the capstanbars,

which are a pretty hefty kind of cudgel, as any sailorman knows. We lined the

rail again, and stared away to port.

“Look out, you sea-divvils,” shouted Timothy Galt, a huge Irishman, waving

his bar excitedly, and peering over the rail into the mist, which was steadily

thinning, as the day grew.

Abruptly there was a simultaneous cry—“Rocks!” shouted everyone.

I never saw such a sight.  As at last the mist thinned, we could see them.  All

the sea to port was literally cut about with far-reaching reefs of rock.  In places

the reefs lay just submerged; but in others they rose into extraordinary and

fantastic rock-spires, and arches, and islands of jagged rock.

“Jehosaphat!” I heard the Third Mate shout.  “Look at that, Mister!  Look at

that!  Lord!  how did we take the boat through that, without stoving her!”

Everthing was so still for the moment, with all the men just staring and

amazed, that I could hear every word come along the decks.

“There’s sure been a submarine earthquake somewhere,” I heard the First

Mate.  “The bottom of the sea’s just riz up here, quiet and gentle, during the

night; and God’s mercy we aren’t now a-top of one of those ornaments out there.”

And then, you know, I saw it all.  Everything that had looked mad and

impossible, began to be natural; though it was, none the less, all amazing and

wonderful.



There had been during the night, a slow lifting of the sea-bottom, owing to

some action of the Internal Pressures.  The rocks had risen so gently that they

had made never a sound; and the stone ship had risen with them out of the

deep sea.  She had evidently lain on one of the submerged reefs, and so had

seemed to us to be just afloat in the sea.  And she accounted for the water we

heard running.  She was naturally bung full, as you might say, and took longer

to shed the water than she did to rise.  She had probably some biggish holes in

her bottom.  I began to get my “soundings” a bit, as I might call it in sailor talk.

The natural wonders of the sea beat all made-up yarns that ever were!

The Mate sung out to us to man the boat again, and told the Third Mate to

take her out to where we lost the Skipper, and have a final look round, in case

there might be any chance to find the Old Man’s body anywhere about.

“Keep a man in the bows to look out for sunk rocks, Mister,” the Mate told

the Third, as we pulled off.  “Go slow.  There’ll be no wind yet awhile.  See if

you can fix up what made those noises, while you’re looking round.”

We pulled right across about thirty fathoms of clear water, and in a minute

we were between two great arches of rock.  It was then I realized that the

reduplicating of our oar-roll was the echo from these on each side of us.  Even

in the sunlight, it was queer to hear again that same strange cathedral echoey

sound that we had heard in the dark.

We passed under the huge arches, all hung with deep-sea slime.  And

presently we were heading straight for a gap, where two low reefs swept in to

the apex of a huge horseshoe.  We pulled for about three minutes, and then

the Third gave the word to vast pulling.

“Take the boat-hook, Duprey,” he said, “and go forrard, and see we don’t hit

anything.”

“‘I, ‘i, Sir,” I said, and drew in my oar.

“Give way again gently!” said the Third; and the boat moved forward for

another thirty or forty yards.

“We’re right on to a reef, Sir,” I said, presently, as I stared down over the

bows. I sounded with the boat-hook.  “There’s about three feet of water, Sir,” I

told him.



“Vast pulling,” ordered the Third.  “I reckon we are right over the rock, where

we found that rum packet last night.”  He leant over the side, and stared down.

“There’s a stone cannon on the rock, right under the bows of the boat,”  I

said.  Immediately afterwards I shouted—

“There’s the hair, Sir!  There’s the hair!  It’s on the reef.  There’s two!  There’s

three!  There’s one on the cannon!”

“All right!  All right, Duprey!  Keep cool,” said the Third Mate.  “I can see

them. You’re enough intelligence not to be superstitious now the whole thing’s

explained.  They’re some kind of big hairy sea-caterpillar.  Prod one with your

boat-hook.”

I did so; a little ashamed of my sudden bewilderment.  The thing whipped

round like a tiger, at the boat-hook.  It lapped itself round and round the

boat-hook, while the hind portions of it kept gripped to the rock, and I could no

more pull the boat-hook from its grip, than fly; though I pulled till I sweated.

“Take the point of your cutlass to it, Varley,” said the Third Mate.  “Jab it

through.”

The bow-oar did so, and the brute loosed the boat-hook, and curled up

round a chunk of rock, looking like a great ball of red hair.

I drew the boat-hook up, and examined it.

“Goodness!” I said.  “That’s what killed the Old Man—one of those things!  Look

at all those marks in the wood, where it’s gripped it with about a hundred legs.”

I passed the boat-hook aft to the Third Mate to look at.

“They’re about as dangerous as they can be, Sir, I reckon,” I told him.

“Makes you think of African centipedes, only these are big and strong enough

to kill an elephant, I should think.”

“Don’t lean all on one side of the boat!” shouted the Third Mate, as the men

stared over.  “Get back to your places.  Give way, there!... Keep a good look-out

for any signs of the ship or the Captain, Duprey.”



For nearly an hour, we pulled to and fro over the reef; but we never saw

either the stone ship or the Old Man again.  The queer craft must have rolled off

into the profound depths that lay on each side of the reef.

As I leant over the bows, staring down all that long while at the submerged

rocks, I was able to understand almost everything, except the various extraordinary

noises.

The cannon made it unmistakably clear that the ship which had been hove

up from the sea-bottom, with the rising of the reef, had been originally a

normal enough wooden vessel of a time far removed from our own.  At the

sea-bottom, she had evidently undergone some natural mineralizing process,

and this explained her stony appearance.  The stone men had been evidently

humans who had been drowned in her cabin, and their swollen tissues had

been subjected to the same natural process, which, however, had also deposited

heavy encrustations upon them, so that their size, when compared with the

normal, was prodigious.

The mystery of the hair, I had already discovered; but there remained, among

other things, the tremendous bangs we had heard.  These were, possibly,

explained later, while we were making a final examination of the rocks to the

westward, prior to returning to our ship.  Here we discovered the burst and

swollen bodies of several extraordinary deep-sea creatures, of the eel variety.

They must have had a girth, in life, of many feet, and one that we measured

roughly with an oar, must have been quite forty feet long.  They had, apparently,

burst on being lifted from the tremendous pressure of the deep sea, into the

light air pressure above water, and hence might account for the loud reports

we had heard; though, personally, I incline to think these loud bangs were

more probably caused by the splitting of the rocks under new stresses.

As for the roaring sounds, I can only conclude that they were caused by a

peculiar species of grampus-like fish, of enormous size, which we found dead

and hugely distended on one of the rocky masses.  This fish must have weighed

at least four or five tons, and when prodded with a heavy oar, there came from

its peculiar snout-shaped mouth, a low, hoarse sound, like a weak imitation of

the tremendous sounds we had heard during the past night.

Regarding the apparently carved handrail, like a rope up the side of the cabin

stairs, I realize that this had undoubtedly been actual rope at one time.



Recalling the heavy, trundling sounds aboard, just after I climbed down into

the boat, I can only suppose that these were made by some stone object,

possibly a fossilized gun-carriage, rolling down the decks, as the ship began to

slip off the rocks, and bows sank lower in the water.

The varying lights must have been the strongly phosphorescent bodies of

some of the deep-sea creatures, moving about on the upheaved reefs.  As for

the giant splash that occurred in the darkness ahead of the boat, this must have

been due to some large portion of heaved-up rock, over-balancing and rolling

back into the sea.

No one aboard ever learnt about the jewels.  I took care of that!  I sold the

ruby badly, so I’ve heard since; but I do not grumble even now.  Twenty-three

thousand pounds I had for it alone, from a merchant in London.  I learned

afterwards he made double that on it; but I don’t spoil my pleasure by grumbling.

I wonder often how the stones and things came where I found them; but she

carried guns, as I’ve told, I think; and there’s rum doings happen at sea; yes, by

George!

The smell—oh that I guess was due to heaving all that deep-sea slime up for

human noses to smell at.

This yarn is, of course, known in nautical circles, and was briefly mentioned

in the old Nautical Mercury of 1879.  The series of volcanic reefs (which

disappeared in 1883) were charted under the name of the “Alfred Jessop Shoals

and Reefs”; being named after our Captain who discovered them and lost his

life on them.


