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    At once adventure and thought experiment, Erewhon turns a journey beyond the mountains into a mirror that reverses expectations about morality, health, technology, and belief, pressing readers to ask who defines normality and why, how societies naturalize habits into laws, which impulses we dignify as progress and which we punish as error, and whether the instruments we build—narratives, institutions, and machines—ultimately serve human flourishing or quietly reengineer it under the reassuring appearance of common sense, inviting a traveler’s curiosity and a philosopher’s skepticism to converge in a landscape where familiar categories refuse to hold and the measure of civilization itself comes under review.

Erewhon, by Samuel Butler, is a satirical novel first published in 1872 during the Victorian period. Framed as a travel narrative, it follows a first-person wanderer who rides into uncharted highlands, crosses a perilous range, and enters a secluded country whose customs unsettle every inherited assumption. The setting is deliberately estranging rather than mapped, encouraging readers to regard its provinces as thought-spaces as much as places. Butler blends the speculative lure of utopian and dystopian fiction with the anecdotal texture of exploration writing, shaping a world whose very unfamiliarity clarifies the habits of his own era without requiring fantastical apparatus beyond distance and perspective.

Without relying on occult wonders, the book begins with an unadorned premise: a solitary traveler, driven by practical aims and curiosity, presses beyond settled ground and finds a hidden civilization. The narration is first person, spare yet sly, with descriptive passages that foreground landscape and everyday objects before sliding into wry analysis. Episodes of encounter alternate with reflective chapters, producing a rhythm that feels at once picaresque and essayistic. The tone is cool, decorous, and persistently ironic, so that outrage rarely announces itself; instead, the narrator’s composure allows the strangeness of local customs to accumulate until meaning emerges by implication.

At the heart of the satire is an inquiry into how societies translate values into institutions and punishments. Erewhon’s laws and etiquettes look coherent from within, yet they reassign blame and sympathy in areas readers may assume are fixed, exposing the contingent nature of moral categories. Butler examines the machinery of respectability, the pressures of conformity, and the subtle bargains individuals strike to remain acceptable. By presenting a culture that calmly treats familiar vices and misfortunes in surprising ways, the book invites a comparative gaze that unsettles judgment: what seems natural at home may be nothing more than a disciplined habit.

A distinctive strand of the novel considers technology with a cool, evolutionary eye. Through a series of discussions that read like embedded essays, Butler imagines how tools might develop compounding complexity, and he probes the ethics of fostering systems that could outstrip human oversight. The arguments are presented with legalistic care and deadpan humor, less to deliver a verdict than to test the limits of confidence in progress. Contemporary readers will recognize the preoccupation: when convenience scales, what else scales with it—dependency, opacity, or new forms of agency? The text keeps the question open, demanding vigilance rather than panic or credulity.

Elsewhere the book turns its lens on education, commerce, and religious observance, revealing how doctrine and market logic can become mutually reinforcing habits of thought. The satire is playful rather than hectoring, often staging misunderstandings whose surface comedy masks meticulous structural critique. Butler’s method is diagnostic: by isolating a convention and exaggerating its premises just enough, he makes visible the tacit premises that govern everyday life. The prose remains lucid, the humor understated, and the observational detail concrete, so that readers feel the grain of a living society even as its pillars tilt into allegory. The effect is bracing without didactic heaviness.

Reading Erewhon today means encountering a classic of social speculation that still cuts through polarization by asking structural questions rather than naming villains. Its counsels are neither technophobic nor complacent; its anthropology of manners reveals how policy grows from sentiment, and how sentiment can be trained. In an age of algorithmic systems, public-health debates, and globalized norms, the novel’s estranging country becomes a tool for self-audit: what do we penalize, medicalize, or sacralize, and to what effect? Butler offers no program, only an instrument of attention, and that instrument remains sharp, humane, and surprisingly entertaining.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    Samuel Butler’s Erewhon; or, Over the Range (1872) is a satirical novel framed as the memoir of a colonial sheep farmer who pushes beyond mapped country, crosses treacherous mountains, and stumbles into a secluded nation. Drawn by cultivated terraces and unfamiliar customs, he finds himself among people whose manners and refinement contrast with their wary reception of strangers. The narrator, fascinated yet vulnerable, notes a language and etiquette he must quickly learn to navigate. What begins as an adventure of discovery becomes a sustained inquiry into the assumptions of his own society, refracted through the mirror of this carefully ordered, paradoxical land.

He is soon arrested for possessing a pocket watch, a device treated as contraband, and confined until authorities can assess the threat it represents. The episode introduces Erewhon’s suspicion of machinery and the legal formalism that gives their fear institutional force. During custody he acquires some of the language, meets officials and scholars, and is transferred into genteel care rather than kept under guard. Hospitality coexists with surveillance, and his status remains precarious, neither guest nor prisoner in any ordinary sense. These early encounters establish the book’s method: assemble plausible detail, then invert expectations to expose the premises behind familiar habits.

As he moves through daily life, the traveler confronts the most startling social reversal: bodily illness is punished as a moral failing, while many crimes are treated as diseases deserving care. Courts sentence the sick with blame and fines, whereas convicted offenders enter hospitals and receive sympathetic treatment. Specialized counselors called straighteners serve as moral physicians, diagnosing character and prescribing regimen rather than punishment. Families are expected to repudiate unhealthy members, not from cruelty but from doctrine. The system’s logic, scrupulously explained by locals, satirizes cultures that moralize misfortune and pathologize dissent, urging readers to scrutinize the categories by which they judge.

Erewhon’s religious life proves no less paradoxical. Citizens attend elaborate services at the Musical Banks, where sacred ceremonies distribute tokens that carry honor but have no use in ordinary commerce. Meanwhile, genuine influence belongs to the informal cult of Ydgrun, a personification of prevailing opinion, whose unwritten rules quietly govern conduct. The narrator observes the split between public profession and private guidance, a double faith that rewards conformity while keeping metaphysical claims safely ornamental. By depicting ritual as socially compulsory yet practically irrelevant, the book questions the distance between institutions and belief, and how communities sanctify convention under the guise of devotion.

The schools and universities extend this inversion. At the celebrated Colleges of Unreason, students labor over hypothetics and ingenious paradoxes, prizing subtle display above practical utility. Intellectual training becomes a performance that inoculates graduates against straightforward thinking, a satire on fashionable scholarship and misplaced rigor. Within households, etiquette and financial calculation shape courtship and career, and the visitor’s growing attachment to a young woman must accommodate rules of propriety, dowry, and reputation. These sections deepen the portrait of a civilization that is orderly and persuasive on its own terms, even as its premises challenge the narrator’s assumptions about education and success.

One extended episode, collected as the Book of the Machines, advances a daring argument: if living forms evolve by gradual improvements, complex mechanisms might also develop toward autonomy. From this premise, some Erewhonians advocate limiting or eliminating advanced devices to safeguard human agency. The society’s anti-machinery laws thus appear not merely superstitious but philosophically grounded, even if they entail inconvenience and fear of innovation. Through the traveler’s reflections and local disputation, Butler stages a debate about the trajectory of progress, the entanglement of tools and behavior, and the risk that convenience could outpace judgment, themes that reach beyond the novel’s setting.

As welcomes cool and scrutiny intensifies, the outsider must decide whether accommodation or departure offers a better fate, and a bold plan is set quietly in motion. Butler closes the narrative without resolving every tension, keeping the focus on the ideas the encounter has stirred rather than on spectacle. Erewhon endures as a pointed, playful critique of Victorian certainties about health, crime, religion, education, and technology. Its method—defamiliarizing the ordinary by treating it as foreign—has influenced later dystopias and social thought. The book remains resonant for readers debating innovation and morality, inviting reflection while leaving final judgments to them.
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    Erewhon appeared anonymously in London in 1872, at the height of the Victorian era’s confidence and anxiety. Its author, Samuel Butler (1835–1902), was Cambridge-educated and had spent 1859–1864 sheep-farming in Canterbury, New Zealand, before returning to England to write and paint. He cast his book as a traveler’s account, drawing on a long tradition from Thomas More’s Utopia to Swift’s satiric voyages. The setting of its critique is the Britain of railways and empire, governed by established institutions—the Church of England, elite universities, and a rapidly professionalizing press—whose norms framed debate about progress, morality, and knowledge.

Industrial and scientific change shaped Butler’s moment. Britain’s rail network, factory system, and telegraphy expanded mid-century, celebrated at the Great Exhibition of 1851 and symbolized by the successful transatlantic cable of 1866. Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859) and Herbert Spencer’s phrase “survival of the fittest” (1864) provoked arguments about evolution and design. In 1863, while in Christchurch, Butler published “Darwin among the Machines” in The Press, speculating on mechanical development. Erewhon’s notorious “Book of the Machines” channels these debates, distilling Victorian fascination with invention and anxiety about automation into a philosophical satire rather than technical prophecy.

Religious controversy pervaded the decades around 1872. The established Church of England faced challenges from biblical “Higher Criticism,” the storm over Essays and Reviews (1860), and Bishop J. W. Colenso’s scrutiny of the Pentateuch (1862–63), all amplified by Darwinian science. Butler, the son of an Anglican clergyman, broke with expectations that he would take holy orders after Cambridge. He later issued The Fair Haven (1873), a satiric examination of Christian apologetics. Erewhon adapts these disputes into institutions that separate public ritual from private belief, exposing how outward conformity and skeptical practice coexisted within mid-Victorian religious life.

Victorian Britain also linked morality, crime, and health through policy and custom. The New Poor Law of 1834 created workhouses that enforced discipline on the destitute, while prison architecture such as Pentonville (1842) embodied solitary reform. The Contagious Diseases Acts (1864, 1866, 1869) policed women’s bodies in garrison towns under a medical rationale, prompting fierce repeal campaigns. Public health measures, including the Sanitary Act (1866), coexisted with older beliefs that illness reflected character. Popular pseudosciences like phrenology circulated widely. Erewhon transforms these currents into a satiric inversion that questions whether societies punish misfortune while moralizing sickness.

Education and examination reform supplied another backdrop. The Clarendon Commission (1861–64) investigated elite public schools, leading to the Public Schools Act (1868). The 1870 Elementary Education Act established elected school boards and aimed at universal basic schooling. Competitive examinations, championed by the Northcote–Trevelyan Report (1854), spread across the civil service and professions, while Oxford and Cambridge still foregrounded classical learning even amid scientific expansion. Writers debated whether schooling cultivated character or produced mechanical conformity. Erewhon satirizes pedagogical orthodoxies and credentialism familiar to Butler’s generation, engaging a culture that increasingly measured merit through standardized tests and regulated curricula.

Financial capitalism’s volatility also informed contemporary satire. Mid-Victorian Britain embraced free trade after the 1846 repeal of the Corn Laws, fostered limited liability (1855), and expanded joint-stock enterprise under the Companies Acts (1856, 1862). The spectacular failure of Overend, Gurney and Company in 1866 triggered a credit crisis and public scrutiny of speculation. The Bank Charter Act (1844) constrained note issue but not exuberant investment. Treatises of political economy and Malthusian population theory framed debates about thrift, credit, and moral responsibility. Erewhon reflects how religious language, financial ritual, and practical skepticism could intertwine within such an economy.

Butler’s colonial years supplied texture for his imagined society’s remoteness and the traveler’s voice. He managed the Mesopotamia sheep station in the upper Rangitata valley, Canterbury, from 1859 to 1864, participating in a settler economy shaped by the Canterbury Association’s Anglican vision and by pastoral expansion. He published letters about the colony as A First Year in Canterbury Settlement (1863). In Christchurch he wrote for The Press, including “Darwin among the Machines” (1863). The South Island’s alpine explorations and the practical challenges of station life honed his observational style, later redirected to examining institutions through the lens of discovery.

Erewhon belongs to a lineage of satirical utopias and travel narratives that test a reader’s assumptions by inversion and estrangement. Appearing soon after the Second Reform Act (1867) and just before the 1870s education reforms, it engaged a polity preoccupied with modernizing institutions while preserving hierarchy. Its anonymous publication invited readers to treat it as a found report rather than authorial thesis. The novel’s targets—mechanization, organized religion, penal and medical rationales, curricular orthodoxy, and speculative finance—mirror public controversies of its day. By refracting them through a distant land, Butler critiqued Victorian habits without tying his argument to party politics.
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The Author wishes it to be understood that Erewhon is pronounced as a word of three syllables, all short—thus, Ĕ-rĕ-whŏn.
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Having been enabled by the kindness of the public to get through an unusually large edition of “Erewhon” in a very short time, I have taken the opportunity of a second edition to make some necessary corrections, and to add a few passages where it struck me that they would be appropriately introduced; the passages are few, and it is my fixed intention never to touch the work again.

I may perhaps be allowed to say a word or two here in reference to “The Coming Race,” to the success of which book “Erewhon” has been very generally set down as due. This is a mistake, though a perfectly natural one. The fact is that “Erewhon” was finished, with the exception of the last twenty pages and a sentence or two inserted from time to time here and there throughout the book, before the first advertisement of “The Coming Race” appeared. A friend having called my attention to one of the first of these advertisements, and suggesting that it probably referred to a work of similar character to my own, I took “Erewhon” to a well-known firm of publishers on the 1st of May 1871, and left it in their hands for consideration. I then went abroad, and on learning that the publishers alluded to declined the MS., I let it alone for six or seven months, and, being in an out-of-the-way part of Italy, never saw a single review of “The Coming Race,” nor a copy of the work. On my return, I purposely avoided looking into it until I had sent back my last revises to the printer. Then I had much pleasure in reading it, but was indeed surprised at the many little points of similarity between the two books, in spite of their entire independence to one another.

I regret that reviewers have in some cases been inclined to treat the chapters on Machines as an attempt to reduce Mr. Darwin’s theory to an absurdity.  Nothing could be further from my intention, and few things would be more distasteful to me than any attempt to laugh at Mr. Darwin; but I must own that I have myself to thank for the misconception, for I felt sure that my intention would be missed, but preferred not to weaken the chapters by explanation, and knew very well that Mr. Darwin’s theory would take no harm. The only question in my mind was how far I could afford to be misrepresented as laughing at that for which I have the most profound admiration. I am surprised, however, that the book at which such an example of the specious misuse of analogy would seem most naturally levelled should have occurred to no reviewer; neither shall I mention the name of the book here, though I should fancy that the hint given will suffice.

I have been held by some whose opinions I respect to have denied men’s responsibility for their actions.  He who does this is an enemy who deserves no quarter. I should have imagined that I had been sufficiently explicit, but have made a few additions to the chapter on Malcontents, which will, I think, serve to render further mistake impossible.

An anonymous correspondent (by the hand-writing presumably a clergyman) tells me that in quoting from the Latin grammar I should at any rate have done so correctly, and that I should have written “agricolas” instead of “agricolae”. He added something about any boy in the fourth form, &c., &c., which I shall not quote, but which made me very uncomfortable. It may be said that I must have misquoted from design, from ignorance, or by a slip of the pen; but surely in these days it will be recognised as harsh to assign limits to the all-embracing boundlessness of truth, and it will be more reasonably assumed that each of the three possible causes of misquotation must have had its share in the apparent blunder. The art of writing things that shall sound right and yet be wrong has made so many reputations, and affords comfort to such a large number of readers, that I could not venture to neglect it; the Latin grammar, however, is a subject on which some of the younger members of the community feel strongly, so I have now written “agricolas”. I have also parted with the word “infortuniam” (though not without regret), but have not dared to meddle with other similar inaccuracies.

For the inconsistencies in the book, and I am aware that there are not a few, I must ask the indulgence of the reader. The blame, however, lies chiefly with the Erewhonians themselves, for they were really a very difficult people to understand. The most glaring anomalies seemed to afford them no intellectual inconvenience; neither, provided they did not actually see the money dropping out of their pockets, nor suffer immediate physical pain, would they listen to any arguments as to the waste of money and happiness which their folly caused them. But this had an effect of which I have little reason to complain, for I was allowed almost to call them life-long self-deceivers to their faces, and they said it was quite true, but that it did not matter.

I must not conclude without expressing my most sincere thanks to my critics and to the public for the leniency and consideration with which they have treated my adventures.

June 9, 1872
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My publisher wishes me to say a few words about the genesis of the work, a revised and enlarged edition of which he is herewith laying before the public. I therefore place on record as much as I can remember on this head after a lapse of more than thirty years.

The first part of “Erewhon” written was an article headed “Darwin among the Machines[1],” and signed Cellarius. It was written in the Upper Rangitata district of the Canterbury Province (as it then was) of New Zealand, and appeared at Christchurch in the Press Newspaper, June 13, 1863. A copy of this article is indexed under my books in the British Museum catalogue. In passing, I may say that the opening chapters of “Erewhon” were also drawn from the Upper Rangitata district, with such modifications as I found convenient.

A second article on the same subject as the one just referred to appeared in the Press shortly after the first, but I have no copy. It treated Machines from a different point of view, and was the basis of Chapter XXIII of the present edition of “Erewhon.”This view ultimately led me to the theory I put forward in “Life and Habit,” published in November 1877. I have put a bare outline of this theory (which I believe to be quite sound) into the mouth of an Erewhonian philosopher in Chapter XXVII of this book.

In 1865 I rewrote and enlarged “Darwin among the Machines” for the Reasoner, a paper published in London by Mr. G. J. Holyoake. It appeared July 1, 1865, under the heading, “The Mechanical Creation,” and can be seen in the British Museum. I again rewrote and enlarged it, till it assumed the form in which it appeared in the first edition of “Erewhon.”

The next part of “Erewhon” that I wrote was the “World of the Unborn,” a preliminary form of which was sent to Mr. Holyoake’s paper, but as I cannot find it among those copies of the Reasoner that are in the British Museum, I conclude that it was not accepted. I have, however, rather a strong fancy that it appeared in some London paper of the same character as the Reasoner, not very long after July 1, 1865, but I have no copy.

I also wrote about this time the substance of what ultimately became the Musical Banks, and the trial of a man for being in a consumption. These four detached papers were, I believe, all that was written of “Erewhon” before 1870. Between 1865 and 1870 I wrote hardly anything, being hopeful of attaining that success as a painter which it has not been vouchsafed me to attain, but in the autumn of 1870, just as I was beginning to get occasionally hung at Royal Academy exhibitions, my friend, the late Sir F. N. (then Mr.) Broome, suggested to me that I should add somewhat to the articles I had already written, and string them together into a book. I was rather fired by the idea, but as I only worked at the MS. on Sundays it was some months before I had completed it.

I see from my second Preface that I took the book to Messrs. Chapman & Hall May 1, 1871, and on their rejection of it, under the advice of one who has attained the highest rank among living writers, I let it sleep, till I took it to Mr. Trübner early in 1872. As regards its rejection by Messrs. Chapman & Hall, I believe their reader advised them quite wisely. They told me he reported that it was a philosophical work, little likely to be popular with a large circle of readers. I hope that if I had been their reader, and the book had been submitted to myself, I should have advised them to the same effect.

“Erewhon” appeared with the last day or two of March 1872. I attribute its unlooked-for success mainly to two early favourable reviews—the first in the Pall Mall Gazette of April 12, and the second in the Spectator of April 20. There was also another cause. I was complaining once to a friend that though “Erewhon” had met with such a warm reception, my subsequent books had been all of them practically still-born. He said, “You forget one charm that ‘Erewhon’ had, but which none of your other books can have.” I asked what? and was answered, “The sound of a new voice, and of an unknown voice.”

The first edition of “Erewhon” sold in about three weeks; I had not taken moulds, and as the demand was strong, it was set up again immediately. I made a few unimportant alterations and additions, and added a Preface, of which I cannot say that I am particularly proud, but an inexperienced writer with a head somewhat turned by unexpected success is not to be trusted with a preface. I made a few further very trifling alterations before moulds were taken, but since the summer of 1872, as new editions were from time to time wanted, they have been printed from stereos then made.

Having now, I fear, at too great length done what I was asked to do, I should like to add a few words on my own account. I am still fairly well satisfied with those parts of “Erewhon” that were repeatedly rewritten, but from those that had only a single writing I would gladly cut out some forty or fifty pages if I could.

This, however, may not be, for the copyright will probably expire in a little over twelve years. It was necessary, therefore, to revise the book throughout for literary inelegancies—of which I found many more than I had expected—and also to make such substantial additions as should secure a new lease of life—at any rate for the copyright. If, then, instead of cutting out, say fifty pages, I have been compelled to add about sixty invitâ Minervâ—the blame rests neither with my publisher nor with me, but with the copyright laws. Nevertheless I can assure the reader that, though I have found it an irksome task to take up work which I thought I had got rid of thirty years ago, and much of which I am ashamed of, I have done my best to make the new matter savour so much of the better portions of the old, that none but the best critics shall perceive at what places the gaps of between thirty and forty years occur.

Lastly, if my readers note a considerable difference between the literary technique of “Erewhon” and that of “Erewhon Revisited,” I would remind them that, as I have just shown, “Erewhon” look something like ten years in writing, and even so was written with great difficulty, while “Erewhon Revisited” was written easily between November 1900 and the end of April 1901. There is no central idea underlying “Erewhon,” whereas the attempt to realise the effect of a single supposed great miracle dominates the whole of its successor. In “Erewhon” there was hardly any story, and little attempt to give life and individuality to the characters; I hope that in “Erewhon Revisited” both these defects have been in great measure avoided. “Erewhon” was not an organic whole, “Erewhon Revisited” may fairly claim to be one. Nevertheless, though in literary workmanship I do not doubt that this last-named book is an improvement on the first, I shall be agreeably surprised if I am not told that “Erewhon,” with all its faults, is the better reading of the two.

SAMUEL BUTLER.

August 7, 1901
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If the reader will excuse me, I will say nothing of my antecedents, nor of the circumstances which led me to leave my native country; the narrative would be tedious to him and painful to myself. Suffice it, that when I left home it was with the intention of going to some new colony, and either finding, or even perhaps purchasing, waste crown land[2] suitable for cattle or sheep farming, by which means I thought that I could better my fortunes more rapidly than in England.

It will be seen that I did not succeed in my design, and that however much I may have met with that was new and strange, I have been unable to reap any pecuniary advantage.

It is true, I imagine myself to have made a discovery which, if I can be the first to profit by it, will bring me a recompense beyond all money computation, and secure me a position such as has not been attained by more than some fifteen or sixteen persons, since the creation of the universe. But to this end I must possess myself of a considerable sum of money: neither do I know how to get it, except by interesting the public in my story, and inducing the charitable to come forward and assist me. With this hope I now publish my adventures; but I do so with great reluctance, for I fear that my story will be doubted unless I tell the whole of it; and yet I dare not do so, lest others with more means than mine should get the start of me. I prefer the risk of being doubted to that of being anticipated, and have therefore concealed my destination on leaving England, as also the point from which I began my more serious and difficult journey.

My chief consolation lies in the fact that truth bears its own impress, and that my story will carry conviction by reason of the internal evidences for its accuracy. No one who is himself honest will doubt my being so.

I reached my destination in one of the last months of 1868, but I dare not mention the season, lest the reader should gather in which hemisphere I was. The colony was one which had not been opened up even to the most adventurous settlers for more than eight or nine years, having been previously uninhabited, save by a few tribes of savages who frequented the seaboard. The part known to Europeans consisted of a coast-line about eight hundred miles in length (affording three or four good harbours), and a tract of country extending inland for a space varying from two to three hundred miles, until it a reached the offshoots of an exceedingly lofty range of mountains, which could be seen from far out upon the plains, and were covered with perpetual snow. The coast was perfectly well known both north and south of the tract to which I have alluded, but in neither direction was there a single harbour for five hundred miles, and the mountains, which descended almost into the sea, were covered with thick timber, so that none would think of settling.

With this bay of land, however, the case was different. The harbours were sufficient; the country was timbered, but not too heavily; it was admirably suited for agriculture; it also contained millions on millions of acres of the most beautifully grassed country in the world, and of the best suited for all manner of sheep and cattle. The climate was temperate, and very healthy; there were no wild animals, nor were the natives dangerous, being few in number and of an intelligent tractable disposition.

It may be readily understood that when once Europeans set foot upon this territory they were not slow to take advantage of its capabilities. Sheep and cattle were introduced, and bred with extreme rapidity; men took up their 50,000 or 100,000 acres of country, going inland one behind the other, till in a few years there was not an acre between the sea and the front ranges which was not taken up, and stations either for sheep or cattle were spotted about at intervals of some twenty or thirty miles over the whole country. The front ranges stopped the tide of squatters for some little time; it was thought that there was too much snow upon them for too many months in the year,—that the sheep would get lost, the ground being too difficult for shepherding,—that the expense of getting wool down to the ship’s side would eat up the farmer’s profits,—and that the grass was too rough and sour for sheep to thrive upon; but one after another determined to try the experiment, and it was wonderful how successfully it turned out. Men pushed farther and farther into the mountains, and found a very considerable tract inside the front range, between it and another which was loftier still, though even this was not the highest, the great snowy one which could be seen from out upon the plains. This second range, however, seemed to mark the extreme limits of pastoral country; and it was here, at a small and newly founded station, that I was received as a cadet, and soon regularly employed. I was then just twenty-two years old.

I was delighted with the country and the manner of life. It was my daily business to go up to the top of a certain high mountain, and down one of its spurs on to the flat, in order to make sure that no sheep had crossed their boundaries. I was to see the sheep, not necessarily close at hand, nor to get them in a single mob, but to see enough of them here and there to feel easy that nothing had gone wrong; this was no difficult matter, for there were not above eight hundred of them; and, being all breeding ewes, they were pretty quiet.

There were a good many sheep which I knew, as two or three black ewes, and a black lamb or two, and several others which had some distinguishing mark whereby I could tell them. I would try and see all these, and if they were all there, and the mob looked large enough, I might rest assured that all was well. It is surprising how soon the eye becomes accustomed to missing twenty sheep out of two or three hundred. I had a telescope and a dog, and would take bread and meat and tobacco with me. Starting with early dawn, it would be night before I could complete my round; for the mountain over which I had to go was very high. In winter it was covered with snow, and the sheep needed no watching from above. If I were to see sheep dung or tracks going down on to the other side of the mountain (where there was a valley with a stream—a mere cul de sac), I was to follow them, and look out for sheep; but I never saw any, the sheep always descending on to their own side, partly from habit, and partly because there was abundance of good sweet feed, which had been burnt in the early spring, just before I came, and was now deliciously green and rich, while that on the other side had never been burnt, and was rank and coarse.

It was a monotonous life, but it was very healthy and one does not much mind anything when one is well. The country was the grandest that can be imagined. How often have I sat on the mountain side and watched the waving downs, with the two white specks of huts in the distance, and the little square of garden behind them; the paddock with a patch of bright green oats above the huts, and the yards and wool-sheds down on the flat below; all seen as through the wrong end of a telescope, so clear and brilliant was the air, or as upon a colossal model or map spread out beneath me. Beyond the downs was a plain, going down to a river of great size, on the farther side of which there were other high mountains, with the winter’s snow still not quite melted; up the river, which ran winding in many streams over a bed some two miles broad, I looked upon the second great chain, and could see a narrow gorge where the river retired and was lost. I knew that there was a range still farther back; but except from one place near the very top of my own mountain, no part of it was visible: from this point, however, I saw, whenever there were no clouds, a single snow-clad peak, many miles away, and I should think about as high as any mountain in the world. Never shall I forget the utter loneliness of the prospect—only the little far-away homestead giving sign of human handiwork;—the vastness of mountain and plain, of river and sky; the marvellous atmospheric effects—sometimes black mountains against a white sky, and then again, after cold weather, white mountains against a black sky—sometimes seen through breaks and swirls of cloud—and sometimes, which was best of all, I went up my mountain in a fog, and then got above the mist; going higher and higher, I would look down upon a sea of whiteness, through which would be thrust innumerable mountain tops that looked like islands.

I am there now, as I write; I fancy that I can see the downs, the huts, the plain, and the river-bed—that torrent pathway of desolation, with its distant roar of waters. Oh, wonderful! wonderful! so lonely and so solemn, with the sad grey clouds above, and no sound save a lost lamb bleating upon the mountain side, as though its little heart were breaking. Then there comes some lean and withered old ewe, with deep gruff voice and unlovely aspect, trotting back from the seductive pasture; now she examines this gully, and now that, and now she stands listening with uplifted head, that she may hear the distant wailing and obey it. Aha! they see, and rush towards each other. Alas! they are both mistaken; the ewe is not the lamb’s ewe, they are neither kin nor kind to one another, and part in coldness. Each must cry louder, and wander farther yet; may luck be with them both that they may find their own at nightfall. But this is mere dreaming, and I must proceed.

I could not help speculating upon what might lie farther up the river and behind the second range. I had no money, but if I could only find workable country, I might stock it with borrowed capital, and consider myself a made man. True, the range looked so vast, that there seemed little chance of getting a sufficient road through it or over it; but no one had yet explored it, and it is wonderful how one finds that one can make a path into all sorts of places (and even get a road for pack-horses), which from a distance appear inaccessible; the river was so great that it must drain an inner tract—at least I thought so; and though every one said it would be madness to attempt taking sheep farther inland, I knew that only three years ago the same cry had been raised against the country which my master’s flock was now overrunning. I could not keep these thoughts out of my head as I would rest myself upon the mountain side; they haunted me as I went my daily rounds, and grew upon me from hour to hour, till I resolved that after shearing I would remain in doubt no longer, but saddle my horse, take as much provision with me as I could, and go and see for myself.

But over and above these thoughts came that of the great range itself. What was beyond it? Ah! who could say? There was no one in the whole world who had the smallest idea, save those who were themselves on the other side of it—if, indeed, there was any one at all. Could I hope to cross it? This would be the highest triumph that I could wish for; but it was too much to think of yet. I would try the nearer range, and see how far I could go. Even if I did not find country, might I not find gold, or diamonds, or copper, or silver? I would sometimes lie flat down to drink out of a stream, and could see little yellow specks among the sand; were these gold? People said no; but then people always said there was no gold until it was found to be abundant: there was plenty of slate and granite, which I had always understood to accompany gold; and even though it was not found in paying quantities here, it might be abundant in the main ranges. These thoughts filled my head, and I could not banish them.


Chapter II.

  In the Wool-Shed
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At last shearing came; and with the shearers there was an old native, whom they had nicknamed Chowbok—though, I believe, his real name was Kahabuka. He was a sort of chief of the natives, could speak a little English, and was a great favourite with the missionaries. He did not do any regular work with the shearers, but pretended to help in the yards, his real aim being to get the grog[3], which is always more freely circulated at shearing-time: he did not get much, for he was apt to be dangerous when drunk; and very little would make him so: still he did get it occasionally, and if one wanted to get anything out of him, it was the best bribe to offer him. I resolved to question him, and get as much information from him as I could. I did so. As long as I kept to questions about the nearer ranges, he was easy to get on with—he had never been there, but there were traditions among his tribe to the effect that there was no sheep-country, nothing, in fact, but stunted timber and a few river-bed flats. It was very difficult to reach; still there were passes: one of them up our own river, though not directly along the river-bed, the gorge of which was not practicable; he had never seen any one who had been there: was there to not enough on this side? But when I came to the main range, his manner changed at once. He became uneasy, and began to prevaricate and shuffle. In a very few minutes I could see that of this too there existed traditions in his tribe; but no efforts or coaxing could get a word from him about them. At last I hinted about grog, and presently he feigned consent: I gave it him; but as soon as he had drunk it he began shamming intoxication, and then went to sleep, or pretended to do so, letting me kick him pretty hard and never budging.

I was angry, for I had to go without my own grog and had got nothing out of him; so the next day I determined that he should tell me before I gave him any, or get none at all.

Accordingly, when night came and the shearers had knocked off work and had their supper, I got my share of rum in a tin pannikin and made a sign to Chowbok to follow me to the wool-shed, which he willingly did, slipping out after me, and no one taking any notice of either of us. When we got down to the wool-shed we lit a tallow candle, and having stuck it in an old bottle we sat down upon the wool bales and began to smoke. A wool-shed is a roomy place, built somewhat on the same plan as a cathedral, with aisles on either side full of pens for the sheep, a great nave, at the upper end of which the shearers work, and a further space for wool sorters and packers. It always refreshed me with a semblance of antiquity (precious in a new country), though I very well knew that the oldest wool-shed in the settlement was not more than seven years old, while this was only two. Chowbok pretended to expect his grog at once, though we both of us knew very well what the other was after, and that we were each playing against the other, the one for grog the other for information.

We had a hard fight: for more than two hours he had tried to put me off with lies but had carried no conviction; during the whole time we had been morally wrestling with one another and had neither of us apparently gained the least advantage; at length, however, I had become sure that he would give in ultimately, and that with a little further patience I should get his story out of him. As upon a cold day in winter, when one has churned (as I had often had to do), and churned in vain, and the butter makes no sign of coming, at last one tells by the sound that the cream has gone to sleep, and then upon a sudden the butter comes, so I had churned at Chowbok until I perceived that he had arrived, as it were, at the sleepy stage, and that with a continuance of steady quiet pressure the day was mine. On a sudden, without a word of warning, he rolled two bales of wool (his strength was very great) into the middle of the floor, and on the top of these he placed another crosswise; he snatched up an empty wool-pack, threw it like a mantle over his shoulders, jumped upon the uppermost bale, and sat upon it. In a moment his whole form was changed. His high shoulders dropped; he set his feet close together, heel to heel and toe to toe; he laid his arms and hands close alongside of his body, the palms following his thighs; he held his head high but quite straight, and his eyes stared right in front of him; but he frowned horribly, and assumed an expression of face that was positively fiendish. At the best of times Chowbok was very ugly, but he now exceeded all conceivable limits of the hideous. His mouth extended almost from ear to ear, grinning horribly and showing all his teeth; his eyes glared, though they remained quite fixed, and his forehead was contracted with a most malevolent scowl.

I am afraid my description will have conveyed only the ridiculous side of his appearance; but the ridiculous and the sublime are near, and the grotesque fiendishness of Chowbok’s face approached this last, if it did not reach it. I tried to be amused, but I felt a sort of creeping at the roots of my hair and over my whole body, as I looked and wondered what he could possibly be intending to signify. He continued thus for about a minute, sitting bolt upright, as stiff as a stone, and making this fearful face. Then there came from his lips a low moaning like the wind, rising and falling by infinitely small gradations till it became almost a shriek, from which it descended and died away; after that, he jumped down from the bale and held up the extended fingers of both his hands, as one who should say “Ten,” though I did not then understand him.

For myself I was open-mouthed with astonishment. Chowbok rolled the bales rapidly into their place, and stood before me shuddering as in great fear; horror was written upon his face—this time quite involuntarily—as though the natural panic of one who had committed an awful crime against unknown and superhuman agencies. He nodded his head and gibbered, and pointed repeatedly to the mountains. He would not touch the grog, but, after a few seconds he made a run through the wool-shed door into the moonlight; nor did he reappear till next day at dinner-time, when he turned up, looking very sheepish and abject in his civility towards myself.

Of his meaning I had no conception. How could I? All I could feel sure of was, that he had a meaning which was true and awful to himself. It was enough for me that I believed him to have given me the best he had and all he had. This kindled my imagination more than if he had told me intelligible stories by the hour together. I knew not what the great snowy ranges might conceal, but I could no longer doubt that it would be something well worth discovering.

I kept aloof from Chowbok for the next few days, and showed no desire to question him further; when I spoke to him I called him Kahabuka, which gratified him greatly: he seemed to have become afraid of me, and acted as one who was in my power. Having therefore made up my mind that I would begin exploring as soon as shearing was over, I thought it would be a good thing to take Chowbok with me; so I told him that I meant going to the nearer ranges for a few days’ prospecting, and that he was to come too. I made him promises of nightly grog, and held out the chances of finding gold. I said nothing about the main range, for I knew it would frighten him. I would get him as far up our own river as I could, and trace it if possible to its source. I would then either go on by myself, if I felt my courage equal to the attempt, or return with Chowbok. So, as soon as ever shearing was over and the wool sent off, I asked leave of absence, and obtained it. Also, I bought an old pack-horse and pack-saddle, so that I might take plenty of provisions, and blankets, and a small tent. I was to ride and find fords over the river; Chowbok was to follow and lead the pack-horse, which would also carry him over the fords. My master let me have tea and sugar, ship’s biscuits, tobacco, and salt mutton, with two or three bottles of good brandy; for, as the wool was now sent down, abundance of provisions would come up with the empty drays.

Everything being now ready, all the hands on the station turned out to see us off, and we started on our journey, not very long after the summer solstice of 1870.


Chapter III.

  Up the River
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The first day we had an easy time, following up the great flats by the river side, which had already been twice burned, so that there was no dense undergrowth to check us, though the ground was often rough, and we had to go a good deal upon the riverbed. Towards nightfall we had made a matter of some five-and-twenty miles, and camped at the point where the river entered upon the gorge.

The weather was delightfully warm, considering that the valley in which we were encamped must have been at least two thousand feet above the level of the sea. The river-bed was here about a mile and a half broad and entirely covered with shingle over which the river ran in many winding channels, looking, when seen from above, like a tangled skein of ribbon, and glistening in the sun. We knew that it was liable to very sudden and heavy freshets; but even had we not known it, we could have seen it by the snags of trees, which must have been carried long distances, and by the mass of vegetable and mineral débris which was banked against their lower side, showing that at times the whole river-bed must be covered with a roaring torrent many feet in depth and of ungovernable fury. At present the river was low, there being but five or six streams, too deep and rapid for even a strong man to ford on foot, but to be crossed safely on horseback
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