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    This single-author collection brings together Joseph Conrad’s Youth: a Narrative, and Two Other Stories in its full, original scope, presenting the three works that comprise the volume: “Youth,” “Heart of Darkness,” and “The End of the Tether.” The purpose of gathering them here is not to offer excerpts or thematic selections, but to preserve the integrity of Conrad’s design for the collection as a set of distinct yet resonant narratives. The inclusion of the author’s note and the original publication of “Heart of Darkness” provides context for how Conrad framed and released one of his most discussed works.

All three texts are prose narratives that belong to Conrad’s shorter fiction rather than the full-length novel: “Youth” and “The End of the Tether” are short stories, while “Heart of Darkness” is commonly treated as a novella and is presented here in its three-section form. Read together, they demonstrate the range of the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century English-language tale as Conrad practiced it: compact in scale, deliberately structured, and attentive to voice and perspective. The collection’s structure encourages reading across the pieces, noticing echoes in tone, subject, and method.

Conrad is often associated with maritime and imperial settings, and this volume showcases that connection without reducing it to mere adventure. Ships, voyages, and distant stations function as more than backdrops; they are working environments with their own pressures, routines, and hierarchies. Conrad’s fiction is attentive to the professional life of seamen and to the practical realities of travel and command, yet it also uses those realities to ask broader questions about judgment, responsibility, and endurance. The sea and the river, in these stories, are domains that test character and reveal it through action and reflection.

A unifying feature of these works is Conrad’s emphasis on narration itself: stories are told as if handed down, reconstructed, or mediated, and the act of telling becomes part of the meaning. Rather than offering simple, omniscient certainty, Conrad frequently favors a perspective shaped by memory, limited knowledge, and hard-won interpretation. This method invites readers to attend to how events are understood, not only to what happens. The result is a prose art that balances vivid incident with a persistent awareness of ambiguity, competing motives, and the difficulties of clear moral accounting.

The title piece, “Youth,” begins from an accessible premise: a seafaring recollection of early experience, shaped by time and retold with an older consciousness looking back. Without disclosing its plot developments, it can be said that the narrative contrasts youthful expectations with the stubbornness of circumstance, and it examines the emotional force of beginnings—the magnetism of first trials, first risks, and first attachments to a calling. The story’s power comes from its ability to present youthful ardor as both a source of energy and a lens that later understanding cannot wholly discard.

In “Heart of Darkness,” Conrad develops a more sustained, layered narrative movement, presented here across its three sections to reflect its original form. The initial premise involves a journey into an interior, recounted in a voice that emphasizes observation and interpretation. This is not a travelogue designed to reassure the reader with stable conclusions; instead, it probes the strain placed on perception by unfamiliar settings, institutional power, and moral uncertainty. The work’s enduring significance has much to do with its capacity to provoke questions about civilization, authority, and the stories people tell to explain themselves.

Because this edition notes the original publication of “Heart of Darkness,” readers may approach it with attention to textual framing and the way Conrad introduced and segmented the narrative. The presence of sections underscores the deliberate pacing of disclosure and reflection, and it highlights the story’s controlled intensification without requiring any revelation of its outcomes. The author’s note further signals that Conrad was conscious of how his work might be received and interpreted, even as he resisted simplifying its implications. In a collection like this, paratext matters: it situates the fiction as literature shaped for readers, not merely transcribed experience.

“The End of the Tether,” presented in multiple parts, returns to the maritime world and to a focus on work, duty, and the personal cost of maintaining authority. Its premise concerns a seaman facing circumstances that put strain on competence and command, and it unfolds with Conrad’s characteristic interest in the psychology of decision under pressure. The story’s segmented presentation accentuates accumulation and consequence, building a sense of lived time rather than a single dramatic turn. In keeping with the collection, the external world remains closely rendered while the internal stakes—pride, fear, obligation—are kept steadily in view.

Across these pieces, Conrad’s style is marked by a dense, deliberate prose that often moves between concrete description and reflective abstraction. He can render the physical details of ships, weather, and waterways with precision, and then pivot to the language of judgment and conscience without losing narrative momentum. His sentences frequently carry a measured rhythm that suits recollection and deliberation, and his diction can suggest both the technical vocabulary of seafaring life and the philosophical pressure of ethical inquiry. The combination yields narratives that feel experiential and analytical at once.

Thematically, the collection repeatedly returns to tests of character: the ways individuals respond to danger, isolation, fatigue, and responsibility. Conrad is attentive to the gap between public roles and private knowledge, and he explores how leadership can depend as much on reputation and trust as on skill. The stories also examine the instability of certainty—how easy it is to misread situations, to rationalize choices, or to cling to an image of oneself. Without preaching, Conrad arranges circumstances that force reckoning, and he allows the reader to feel the weight of that reckoning in the narrative voice.

Another unifying strand is the tension between idealized narratives and the resistant texture of reality. “Youth” reflects on the allure of beginnings; “Heart of Darkness” challenges readers to sit with interpretive difficulty; “The End of the Tether” concentrates on endurance and limits. Together they present a spectrum of experience rather than a single moral lesson. Conrad’s lasting significance, in part, lies in how these works model modern narrative seriousness: they respect complexity, they distrust easy explanations, and they make the reader an active participant in weighing what is said, what is implied, and what remains unresolved.

Read as a whole, this collection offers a concentrated encounter with Conrad’s craft at the scale of the tale and the novella, where economy sharpens effect and structure becomes especially visible. The volume is not an anthology of varied genres but a coherent gathering of fiction unified by method, milieu, and preoccupation with conscience and narration. Including the author’s note alongside the original form of “Heart of Darkness” reinforces the sense of a historically situated publication rather than a detached classic. The result is a set of stories that continue to matter for their artistry, their formal influence, and their refusal to simplify what human experience can be.
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    Joseph Conrad (1857–1924) was a Polish-born, naturalized British novelist whose sea experience and cosmopolitan life helped reshape English prose fiction at the turn of the twentieth century. Writing in an adopted language, he became known for psychologically acute narratives, morally complex situations, and innovative storytelling that often frames events through recollection and testimony. His work bridges late-Victorian adventure traditions and early modernist experimentation, with a distinctive attention to ambiguity, perception, and the strains of duty. Stories such as “Youth” and “Heart of Darkness,” along with “The End of the Tether,” show how he used maritime and imperial settings to examine character under pressure.

Conrad was born Józef Teodor Konrad Korzeniowski in the Russian-ruled part of what had been the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. As a young man he left his homeland and pursued a seafaring career, first sailing under the French flag and later entering British maritime service. He became a master mariner and spent years at sea, experiences that later provided the technical realism of his shipboard scenes and the ethical texture of his conflicts. Conrad’s formal schooling was limited by circumstance, but he read widely and drew on European literary traditions as well as the professional discipline of navigation, command, and maritime law.

His voyage history included service in the Mediterranean, the Caribbean, and the far reaches of global trade routes, and he also traveled to Central Africa in the late 1880s. Those encounters supplied not just scenery but enduring questions about power, responsibility, and the limits of understanding across cultures. Conrad eventually settled in England and adopted English as his literary medium, a transition that was both practical and artistic. The tension between lived experience and retrospective narration became central to his method. In the works represented in this collection, the sea is rarely mere backdrop; it is an environment that tests judgment, solidarity, and self-knowledge.

Conrad began publishing fiction in the 1890s and quickly developed a reputation among serious readers for stylistic intensity and a challenging moral vision. He often constructed narratives through layered points of view, where what is told matters as much as what happened. “Youth,” later included in the volume “Youth: a Narrative, and Two Other Stories,” exemplifies his use of a storyteller’s voice to transform maritime memory into a meditation on aspiration, endurance, and the meanings people attach to formative experiences. His early and middle-period work established him as a major figure in English letters, even when his readership was smaller than that of more straightforward adventure writers.

“Heart of Darkness,” serialized at the end of the nineteenth century and later widely reprinted, became one of Conrad’s most discussed works. It distills his mature concerns: the distortions of imperial power, the fragility of moral certainties, and the uneasy distance between observation and truth. The narrative’s structure—an account relayed through a speaking presence—intensifies its focus on interpretation and the reliability of testimony. Without reducing the text to a single thesis, critics have long noted how it exposes the rhetoric and machinery of empire while also probing the susceptibility of individuals to fascination, fear, and self-deception. Its influence on modern narrative technique and cultural debate has been extensive.

In “The End of the Tether,” Conrad returned to maritime life with a darker emphasis on aging, command, and the cost of maintaining professional authority when physical capacities begin to fail. The story’s incremental structure, presented in multiple sections in this collection, underscores his interest in sustained psychological pressure rather than sudden revelation. Conrad’s sea fiction often treats duty as both a stabilizing ideal and a potential trap: a code that can preserve dignity while also demanding silence, isolation, or risky persistence. The work illustrates his capacity to render technical nautical realities alongside intimate moral conflict, making the ship a crucible for questions of conscience and identity.

In his later years Conrad continued to write and remained an important, sometimes controversial, presence in English-language literature. He lived in England and worked steadily despite recurring health difficulties, producing fiction and other prose that consolidated his standing as a major novelist of his era. After his death in 1924, his reputation grew further as twentieth-century criticism and modernist studies highlighted his narrative innovations and thematic depth. Today he is read for his artistry, his portrayal of work and responsibility at sea, and his unsettling examinations of imperial systems and personal integrity. The stories in this collection remain central entry points into his enduring literary legacy.
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    Joseph Conrad’s “Youth: a Narrative, and Two Other Stories” belongs to the high-imperial decades of the late nineteenth century and the literary modernizing years around 1900. Conrad (born 1857 in the Polish lands under Russian rule) went to sea as a teenager, entered the British merchant service, and became a British subject in the late 1880s. He began publishing fiction in the 1890s, writing in English after years of maritime work. The collection, first issued in book form in 1902, gathers pieces written and published in the late 1890s, when debates about empire, commerce, and moral responsibility were increasingly public and contested.

The stories look back to the commercial and political world created by nineteenth-century industrialization and global shipping. Steam power, telegraph cables, and the consolidation of port cities changed how goods and information moved, but sail, older labor regimes, and perilous voyages persisted. Conrad’s seafaring settings reflect an era when merchant mariners linked Britain’s economy to distant coasts and colonial entrepôts. In “Youth,” for example, the long voyage and the hazards of cargo, weather, and shipboard discipline evoke the transitional maritime world where older technologies and new commercial pressures met. This setting provided Conrad with a realistic platform for examining responsibility, work, and the fragility of systems that claimed modern efficiency.

Across the collection, imperial expansion and “free trade” ideologies form a crucial background. In the late nineteenth century, European powers and corporate-chartered enterprises extended control over African and Asian territories, often justified as civilizing missions while driven by raw materials and strategic advantage. Britain’s empire, France’s colonial expansion, and Belgium’s rule in the Congo Free State were widely discussed in European press and political circles. Conrad’s fiction does not function as policy argument, but it is historically situated within these public controversies. He writes from the standpoint of a mariner and expatriate author observing how imperial commerce shaped individual lives, institutions, and language, and how violence or coercion could be hidden behind bureaucratic routine.

The late Victorian and early Edwardian literary marketplace also shaped these works. Conrad published in prominent periodicals—“Youth” appeared in Blackwood’s Magazine in 1898, “Heart of Darkness” in the same magazine in 1899, and “The End of the Tether” there in 1902—before the three were collected. Magazine serialization encouraged strong narrative frames and episodic pacing, and it placed adventurous settings alongside moral and psychological inquiry for a readership interested in the empire. At the same time, a broader shift toward realism and psychological depth—seen across European fiction—supported Conrad’s experimentation with narrators, uncertainty, and the limits of testimony. The collection’s arrangement highlights how similar techniques address different historical pressures.

Conrad’s personal experience in Central Africa is the most direct historical point of contact for “Heart of Darkness.” In 1890 he traveled to the Congo basin, then administered as the Congo Free State under King Leopold II of Belgium. This regime, presented in Europe as philanthropic and anti-slavery, became notorious for coercive extraction of ivory and later rubber; reports of abuses circulated in the 1890s and became a major international reform issue in the early 1900s. Conrad’s Congo journey was brief but intense, and its logistical realities—river transport, trading stations, European agents, and African labor—provided concrete material for his fictional river voyage. The story’s critique draws power from that historically specific setting of concessionary exploitation and weak accountability.

The period’s humanitarian movements and investigative journalism form another layer of context. In the 1890s and early 1900s, missionaries, travelers, and activists compiled testimonies about colonial violence, culminating later in the Congo Reform Association (founded in 1904) and major parliamentary and public debates. Even before the most famous official reports, European audiences encountered claims and counterclaims about forced labor, punitive expeditions, and the realities of “civilization” on the ground. “Heart of Darkness,” published in 1899, entered this contested public sphere, not as documentation but as an imaginative interrogation of how exploitation could be normalized. Its emphasis on rumor, fragmented evidence, and institutional self-justification matches the era’s struggles over what counted as credible knowledge about distant territories.

At the same time, late nineteenth-century science and social theory influenced how imperial societies narrated themselves. Social Darwinist ideas, racial typologies, and positivist confidence in classification circulated widely, shaping public rhetoric and administrative practice. Conrad’s work reflects the language of categorization and hierarchy common in his day, while also dramatizing the instability and moral evasions that such language could enable. The collection repeatedly stages encounters where official terms—progress, efficiency, duty—fail to capture lived reality. In “Heart of Darkness,” the gap between bureaucratic ideals and the observable consequences of extraction becomes a central historical tension. Conrad’s narrative method—indirect, skeptical, attentive to rhetoric—fits an era when the authority of “expert” discourse was both powerful and increasingly questioned.

“Youth” is set against the working realities of the British merchant marine in the age of empire. British shipping carried coal, manufactured goods, and colonial commodities, and it relied on a disciplined workforce operating under hard conditions, often far from oversight. The story’s voyage to the East evokes routes shaped by the Suez Canal (opened 1869), which transformed global trade even as some ships still took longer passages depending on cargo and circumstance. Seafaring remained dangerous despite technological advances, and shipboard hierarchy reflected broader social stratification. Conrad’s depiction of youthful enthusiasm meeting mechanical failure and risk resonates with the era’s faith in expansion and the stubborn material limits that could disrupt it.

The story’s nostalgic framing also fits late Victorian commemorations of labor, masculinity, and adventure. By the 1890s, imperial culture celebrated exploration and maritime heroism in popular literature and public ceremonies, while industrial accidents and labor disputes revealed the costs of economic growth. “Youth” can be read as engaging that culture by focusing on apprenticeship, endurance, and the formation of professional identity in a global system. Its tone captures how memory reworks hardship into meaning, a process familiar to societies that narrate imperial work as character-building. Conrad’s use of a raconteur figure—someone whose story is told among comrades—mirrors maritime oral traditions and the club-like sociability of imperial metropoles where such experiences were retold and given symbolic weight.

“Heart of Darkness” sits within the late nineteenth-century tradition of travel and exploration writing, but it also challenges it. Accounts of African journeys by European explorers were widely read and frequently framed as quests for knowledge, mapping, or civilization. These narratives often minimized African agency and foregrounded European hardship as proof of merit. Conrad adopts recognizable elements—a river route, stations, trading posts—but uses them to expose ambiguity, self-interest, and institutional violence rather than triumphant discovery. The river journey echoes the historical use of waterways as commercial corridors into resource-rich regions, made possible by steam navigation and enforced by armed posts. By reworking familiar exploration motifs into a critique of moral and epistemic certainty, Conrad reflects a cultural moment when imperial self-confidence faced accumulating contradictions.

The novella’s narrative structure also reflects fin-de-siècle anxieties about truth and representation. Around 1900, European intellectual life saw tensions between positivist certainty and emerging doubts fostered by psychology, sociology, and new philosophies of subjectivity. Conrad’s framed narration—story within story, reliance on a listener community, emphasis on the difficulty of conveying experience—aligns with this shift toward seeing perception as mediated and language as unstable. Historically, such techniques intersected with journalism and official reporting, which claimed to describe distant realities with objectivity. “Heart of Darkness” places pressure on those claims by showing how information can be filtered through institutional interest, rumor, and personal need. That method made the work legible in its time as both adventure tale and unsettling moral inquiry.

Technology and communications innovations provide important background across the collection. Steamships and improved navigation enabled deeper penetration of rivers and coasts, while telegraphy and the growth of bureaucratic paperwork connected remote outposts to metropolitan offices. These systems supported extraction economies and imperial administration, but they also created impersonal chains of command where responsibility could be dispersed. Conrad repeatedly portrays offices, documents, and procedures as part of the machinery of empire and commerce. In “Heart of Darkness,” the contrast between European managerial language and the realities of transport and labor highlights how technological modernity could coexist with, and even facilitate, coercion. The stories register the historical fact that modern infrastructure did not automatically produce moral progress.

“The End of the Tether” turns from imperial frontiers to the aging professional in a global maritime economy, reflecting social changes in late Victorian Britain. The merchant service offered careers that were physically punishing and insecure, with limited protections compared to later welfare-state standards. By the turn of the century, concerns about national efficiency, health, and the treatment of workers were prominent in British public discourse, especially after debates stirred by the South African War (1899–1902) and anxieties about fitness and decline. Conrad’s focus on an older captain confronting diminished capacity and economic pressure corresponds to a world where individual dignity collided with the demands of employers, schedules, and profit. The story’s domestic and port settings underscore that the costs of empire were not only overseas.

The collection’s recurring theme of moral compromise is historically tied to how capitalism and imperial administration operated through intermediaries. Trading companies, shipping firms, agents, and subcontracted labor could obscure direct accountability, making exploitation appear as routine commerce. This was true in the Congo Free State’s concessionary arrangements and also in maritime trade where owners, insurers, and managers were separated from crews and cargoes. Conrad’s fiction shows how such structures shape speech and self-understanding: characters justify actions as “duty” or “business,” or interpret misfortune as fate rather than policy. These patterns reflect the period’s institutional complexity, in which expanding corporate forms and imperial bureaucracies made it harder to locate responsibility, even as they amplified the consequences of decisions.

The late nineteenth century also saw growing attention to professional standards and regulation at sea, including safety, training, and the legal responsibilities of masters and owners. Merchant shipping was governed by a mix of tradition, national law, and commercial practice, and accidents or incompetence could have catastrophic results. Conrad, himself a master mariner, wrote with insider knowledge of how authority on a ship could be both necessary and precarious. “Youth” emphasizes apprenticeship and the testing of judgment under stress; “The End of the Tether” emphasizes the vulnerabilities of leadership when the body fails and economic necessity bites. The historical world behind these stories included competitive shipping markets and the precarious status of sailors, which gave Conrad’s moral questions immediate material stakes.

The collection’s “Author’s Note” (often associated with later printings of “Youth,” “Heart of Darkness,” and “The End of the Tether”) belongs to a period when Conrad’s reputation was solidifying and when authors increasingly addressed readers directly about origins and intent. Around the early twentieth century, the practice of providing prefaces and notes helped frame works for changing audiences and new editions. Such paratexts are historical documents in their own right, reflecting how writers negotiated the expectations of publishers and the public. Conrad’s note situates the stories in relation to memory, experience, and the act of writing, while stopping short of turning fiction into straightforward autobiography. This framing mattered as “Heart of Darkness,” in particular, attracted attention for its relation to contemporary debates about empire and atrocity.

When the collection appeared in 1902, Britain and Europe were entering a new phase of imperial rivalry and domestic reform. The Boer War had exposed administrative weaknesses and intensified arguments about imperial costs, while the early twentieth century would bring more organized humanitarian campaigns and new political alignments. Conrad’s stories, although set in earlier moments of maritime and colonial experience, speak to these contemporary pressures by depicting institutions under strain and individuals caught between ideals and expediency. The collection thus functions as a commentary on the transition from confident Victorian expansion to a more uneasy awareness of moral and political complexity. Its emphasis on narration—who speaks, who is believed, what remains unsaid—also anticipates modernist concerns that would become more pronounced in subsequent literature before the First World War altered Europe’s horizons even further. Later readers have repeatedly returned to these works as key texts for understanding how imperial systems were lived, justified, and remembered, while debates about their language and perspectives have continued to shape their interpretation in postcolonial and historical scholarship.
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    Youth: a Narrative, and Two Other Stories
This collection brings together three seafaring tales that move from adventurous reminiscence to moral and psychological crisis. Across shifting narrators and framed storytelling, Conrad foregrounds the uncertainty of memory, the pressures of duty, and the way extreme settings expose character. The overall arc traces a darkening of tone—from youthful exhilaration toward disillusionment and ethical ambiguity.
Youth
A seasoned sailor recounts a formative early voyage in which high hopes collide with escalating setbacks at sea. The narrative balances buoyant, retrospective humor with a growing awareness of risk, chance, and the limits of confidence. Its central concern is how “youth” shapes perception—turning hardship into story and danger into a test of identity.
Heart of Darkness (Sections I–III)
Framed as a river journey into a colonial interior, this story follows a narrator listening to an experienced traveler describe a mission that becomes increasingly uneasy and morally charged. As the expedition pushes deeper, practical obstacles give way to psychological strain and unsettling reflections on power, exploitation, and self-knowledge. The prose is densely atmospheric and indirect, emphasizing ambiguity, complicity, and the thin boundary between civilization and brutality.
Heart of Darkness/Section I
The opening establishes the framing scene and introduces a voyage undertaken for a supposedly straightforward assignment that already carries a sense of unease. Early encounters hint at systemic violence and bureaucratic absurdity, setting a tense, meditative mood. The story’s method—suggestion over certainty—begins here, inviting readers to weigh what is seen against what is explained away.
Heart of Darkness/Section II
The journey continues upriver as delays, rumor, and fractured reports intensify the focus on a powerful figure at the expedition’s center. Environmental pressure and isolation sharpen the narrator’s observations into moral scrutiny, while the line between duty and fascination blurs. The section deepens the tale’s concern with obsession, authority, and the distortions produced by distance from ordinary restraints.
Heart of Darkness/Section III
In the final movement, the expedition reaches a decisive encounter that forces a reckoning with the costs of conquest and the fragility of the self’s justifications. The aftermath shifts the emphasis from external events to interpretation—what can be told, what must be withheld, and what remains irreducible. The closing tone is haunted and equivocal, sustaining Conrad’s signature tension between narrative control and moral uncertainty.
The End of the Tether (Parts I–XIV)
This novella centers on an aging sea captain whose professional competence is threatened by a private deterioration he struggles to conceal. As economic pressures mount and loyalties are tested, everyday maritime routines become the stage for an intensely personal crisis about responsibility and pride. The tone is sober and intimate, exploring endurance, denial, and the harsh arithmetic of duty when the body and the world begin to fail.
The End of the Tether/I
The opening situates the captain within a working maritime world where reputation and command are hard-won and easily lost. Early signs of strain emerge alongside the practical demands of employment and authority. Conrad’s focus quickly narrows from outward seamanship to inward vulnerability.
The End of the Tether/II
Professional obligations and financial necessity tighten around the captain, making any weakness costly. Relationships aboard and ashore reflect competing claims of loyalty, respect, and self-interest. The narrative builds tension through what is managed, hidden, or only partially confessed.
The End of the Tether/III
The captain confronts mounting difficulty in maintaining the standards he has long embodied. Small decisions take on outsized moral weight as the gap widens between appearance and reality. The sea setting amplifies isolation and the demand for decisive action.
The End of the Tether/IV
Work continues under conditions that expose the captain’s precarious control over himself and his role. The story emphasizes the routines of command as both refuge and burden. Anxiety accumulates through near-misses and restrained exchanges rather than overt drama.
The End of the Tether/V
Pressures from the voyage and from those who depend on its success force the captain into sharper compromises. The narration underscores how pride can masquerade as duty, and how duty can become a form of self-punishment. Conrad sustains a taut realism while hinting at looming breakdown.
The End of the Tether/VI
As circumstances shift, the captain’s private struggle becomes harder to compartmentalize. Those around him interpret signs through their own needs, fears, and calculations. The section highlights Conrad’s interest in misreading—how people grasp at narratives that protect them from uncomfortable truths.
The End of the Tether/VII
The voyage’s risks intensify, turning professional competence into a moral test as well as a technical one. The captain’s internal resolve clashes with the limits imposed by his condition. Tension arises from the possibility that one failure could unravel years of earned authority.
The End of the Tether/VIII
Interpersonal dynamics sharpen as confidence, suspicion, and dependency shift among the crew and associates. The captain’s attempts to preserve dignity and livelihood reveal the costs of silence. Conrad’s style remains controlled, letting implication carry emotional force.
The End of the Tether/IX
External complications compound the captain’s inner crisis, making contingency feel like judgment. The narrative probes how responsibility can become an instrument of self-deception when survival—financial and psychological—is at stake. The sea remains both workplace and crucible.
The End of the Tether/X
A sequence of decisions binds the captain more tightly to a course that is increasingly difficult to sustain. The story’s moral focus turns on what is owed to others versus what is preserved for oneself. The tone grows more foreboding while remaining grounded in practical detail.
The End of the Tether/XI
As strain peaks, the captain’s isolation becomes more pronounced, even in company. Others’ perceptions and expectations press against his shrinking margin for control. Conrad deepens the theme of endurance—how long it can be maintained, and at what price.
The End of the Tether/XII
The narrative approaches a turning point where concealment and command can no longer be easily reconciled. Actions and omissions acquire lasting consequences, even when motivated by care or necessity. The section sustains a grim compassion for human limitation.
The End of the Tether/XIII
With outcomes narrowing, the captain faces an implicit accounting of identity built on work and mastery. The story stresses the precariousness of authority when it rests on an unspoken premise of invulnerability. Conrad’s realism sharpens into tragedy without relying on sensational disclosure.
The End of the Tether/XIV
The conclusion completes the captain’s confrontation with the limits of will and the demands of duty. Consequences settle in a way that emphasizes moral ambiguity rather than simple blame or vindication. The final mood is restrained and elegiac, aligning personal decline with the unforgiving logic of the sea.
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Author’s Note



The three stories in this volume lay no claim to unity of artistic purpose. The only bond between them is that of the time in which they were written. They belong to the period immediately following the publication of The Nigger of the “Narcissus,” and preceding the first conception of Nostromo, two books which it seems to me, stand apart and by themselves in the body of my work. It is also the period during which I contributed to “Maga”; a period dominated by Lord Jim and associated in my grateful memory with the late Mr William Blackwood’s encouraging and helpful kindness.


“Youth” was not my first contribution to “Maga.” It was the second. But that story marks the first appearance in the world of the man Marlow, with whom my relations have grown very intimate in the course of years. The origins of that gentleman (nobody so far as I know had ever hinted that he was anything but that)—his origins have been the subject of some literary speculation of, I am glad to say, a friendly nature.

One would think that I am the proper person to throw a light on the matter; but in truth I find that it isn’t so easy. It is pleasant to remember that nobody had charged him with fraudulent purposes or looked down on him as a charlatan; but apart from that he was supposed to be all sorts of things: a clever screen, a mere device, “a personator,” a familiar spirit, a whispering “dæmon.” I myself have been suspected of a meditated plan for his capture.

That is not so. I made no plans. The man Marlow and I came together in the casual manner of those health-resort acquaintances which sometimes ripen into friendships. This one has ripened. For all his assertiveness in matters of opinion he is not an intrusive person. He haunts my hours of solitude, when, in silence, we lay our heads together in great comfort and harmony; but as we part at the end of a tale I am never sure that it may not be for the last time. Yet I don’t think that either of us would care much to survive the other. In his case, at any rate, his occupation would be gone and he would suffer from that extinction, because I suspect him of some vanity. I don’t mean vanity in the Solomonian sense. Of all my people he’s the one that has never been a vexation to my spirit. A most discreet, understanding man….

Even before appearing in book-form “Youth” was very well received. It lies on me to confess at last, and this is as good a place for it as another, that I have been all my life—all my two lives—the spoiled adopted child of Great Britain and even of the Empire; for it was Australia that gave me my first command. I break out into this declaration not because of a lurking tendency to megalomania, but, on the contrary, as a man who has no very notable illusions about himself. I follow the instincts of vain-glory and humility natural to all mankind. For it can hardly be denied that it is not their own deserts that men are most proud of, but rather of their prodigious luck, of their marvellous fortune: of that in their lives for which thanks and sacrifices must be offered on the altars of the inscrutable gods.

“Heart of Darkness” also received a certain amount of notice from the first; and of its origins this much may be said: it is well known that curious men go prying into all sorts of places (where they have no business) and come out of them with all kinds of spoil. This story, and one other, not in this volume, are all the spoil I brought out from the centre of Africa, where, really, I had no sort of business. More ambitious in its scope and longer in the telling, “Heart of Darkness” is quite as authentic in fundamentals as “Youth.” It is, obviously, written in another mood. I won’t characterise the mood precisely, but anybody can see that it is anything but the mood of wistful regret, of reminiscent tenderness.

One more remark may be added. “Youth” is a feat of memory. It is a record of experience; but that experience, in its facts, in its inwardness and in its outward colouring, begins and ends in myself. “Heart of Darkness” is experience too; but it is experience pushed a little (and only very little) beyond the actual facts of the case for the perfectly legitimate, I believe, purpose of bringing it home to the minds and bosoms of the readers. There it was no longer a matter of sincere colouring. It was like another art altogether. That sombre theme had to be given a sinister resonance, a tonality of its own, a continued vibration that, I hoped, would hang in the air and dwell on the ear after the last note had been struck.

After saying so much there remains the last tale of the book, still untouched. “The End of the Tether” is a story of sea-life in a rather special way; and the most intimate thing I can say of it is this: that having lived that life fully, amongst its men, its thoughts and sensations, I have found it possible, without the slightest misgiving, in all sincerity of heart and peace of conscience, to conceive the existence of Captain Whalley’s personality and to relate the manner of his end. This statement acquires some force from the circumstance that the pages of that story—a fair half of the book—are also the product of experience. That experience belongs (like “Youth“‘s) to the time before I ever thought of putting pen to paper. As to its “reality,” that is for the readers to determine. One had to pick up one’s facts here and there. More skill would have made them more real and the whole composition more interesting. But here we are approaching the veiled region of artistic values which it would be improper and indeed dangerous for me to enter. I have looked over the proofs, have corrected a misprint or two, have changed a word or two—and that’s all. It is not very likely that I shall ever read “The End of the Tether” again. No more need be said. It accords best with my feelings to part from Captain Whalley in affectionate silence.


	


	J. C.
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“… But the Dwarf answered: No; something human is dearer to me than the wealth of all the world.” GRIMM’S TALES.


TO MY WIFE



This could have occurred nowhere but in England, where men and sea interpenetrate, so to speak—the sea entering into the life of most men, and the men knowing something or everything about the sea, in the way of amusement, of travel, or of bread-winning.

We were sitting round a mahogany table that reflected the bottle, the claret-glasses, and our faces as we leaned on our elbows. There was a director of companies, an accountant, a lawyer, Marlow, and myself. The director had been a Conway boy, the accountant had served four years at sea, the lawyer—a fine crusted Tory, High Churchman, the best of old fellows, the soul of honour—had been chief officer in the P. & O. service in the good old days when mail-boats were square-rigged at least on two masts, and used to come down the China Sea before a fair monsoon with stun’-sails set alow and aloft. We all began life in the merchant service. Between the five of us there was the strong bond of the sea, and also the fellowship of the craft, which no amount of enthusiasm for yachting, cruising, and so on can give, since one is only the amusement of life and the other is life itself.

Marlow (at least I think that is how he spelt his name) told the story, or rather the chronicle, of a voyage:

“Yes, I have seen a little of the Eastern seas; but what I remember best is my first voyage there. You fellows know there are those voyages that seem ordered for the illustration of life, that might stand for a symbol of existence. You fight, work, sweat, nearly kill yourself, sometimes do kill yourself, trying to accomplish something—and you can’t. Not from any fault of yours. You simply can do nothing, neither great nor little—not a thing in the world—not even marry an old maid, or get a wretched 600-ton cargo of coal to its port of destination.

“It was altogether a memorable affair. It was my first voyage to the East, and my first voyage as second mate; it was also my skipper’s first command. You’ll admit it was time. He was sixty if a day; a little man, with a broad, not very straight back, with bowed shoulders and one leg more bandy than the other, he had that queer twisted-about appearance you see so often in men who work in the fields. He had a nut-cracker face—chin and nose trying to come together over a sunken mouth—and it was framed in iron-grey fluffy hair, that looked like a chin strap of cotton-wool sprinkled with coal-dust. And he had blue eyes in that old face of his, which were amazingly like a boy’s, with that candid expression some quite common men preserve to the end of their days by a rare internal gift of simplicity of heart and rectitude of soul. What induced him to accept me was a wonder. I had come out of a crack Australian clipper, where I had been third officer, and he seemed to have a prejudice against crack clippers as aristocratic and high-toned. He said to me, ‘You know, in this ship you will have to work.’ I said I had to work in every ship I had ever been in. ‘Ah, but this is different, and you gentlemen out of them big ships; … but there! I dare say you will do. Join to-morrow.’

“I joined to-morrow. It was twenty-two years ago; and I was just twenty. How time passes! It was one of the happiest days of my life. Fancy! Second mate for the first time—a really responsible officer! I wouldn’t have thrown up my new billet for a fortune. The mate looked me over carefully. He was also an old chap, but of another stamp. He had a Roman nose, a snow-white, long beard, and his name was Mahon, but he insisted that it should be pronounced Mann. He was well connected; yet there was something wrong with his luck, and he had never got on.

“As to the captain, he had been for years in coasters, then in the Mediterranean, and last in the West Indian trade. He had never been round the Capes. He could just write a kind of sketchy hand, and didn’t care for writing at all. Both were thorough good seamen of course, and between those two old chaps I felt like a small boy between two grandfathers.

“The ship also was old. Her name was the Judea. Queer name, isn’t it? She belonged to a man Wilmer, Wilcox—some name like that; but he has been bankrupt and dead these twenty years or more, and his name don’t matter. She had been laid up in Shadwell basin for ever so long. You may imagine her state. She was all rust, dust, grime—soot aloft, dirt on deck. To me it was like coming out of a palace into a ruined cottage. She was about 400 tons, had a primitive windlass, wooden latches to the doors, not a bit of brass about her, and a big square stern. There was on it, below her name in big letters, a lot of scroll work, with the gilt off, and some sort of a coat of arms, with the motto ‘Do or Die’ underneath. I remember it took my fancy immensely. There was a touch of romance in it, something that made me love the old thing—something that appealed to my youth!

“We left London in ballast —sand ballast—to load a cargo of coal in a northern port for Bankok. Bankok! I thrilled. I had been six years at sea, but had only seen Melbourne and Sydney, very good places, charming places in their way—but Bankok!

“We worked out of the Thames under canvas, with a North Sea pilot on board. His name was Jermyn, and he dodged all day long about the galley drying his handkerchief before the stove. Apparently he never slept. He was a dismal man, with a perpetual tear sparkling at the end of his nose, who either had been in trouble, or was in trouble, or expected to be in trouble—couldn’t be happy unless something went wrong. He mistrusted my youth, my common-sense, and my seamanship, and made a point of showing it in a hundred little ways. I dare say he was right. It seems to me I knew very little then, and I know not much more now; but I cherish a hate for that Jermyn to this day.

“We were a week working up as far as Yarmouth Roads, and then we got into a gale—the famous October gale of twenty-two years ago. It was wind, lightning, sleet, snow, and a terrific sea. We were flying light, and you may imagine how bad it was when I tell you we had smashed bulwarks and a flooded deck. On the second night she shifted her ballast into the lee bow, and by that time we had been blown off somewhere on the Dogger Bank. There was nothing for it but go below with shovels and try to right her, and there we were in that vast hold, gloomy like a cavern, the tallow dips stuck and flickering on the beams, the gale howling above, the ship tossing about like mad on her side; there we all were, Jermyn, the captain, everyone, hardly able to keep our feet, engaged on that gravedigger’s work, and trying to toss shovelfuls of wet sand up to windward. At every tumble of the ship you could see vaguely in the dim light men falling down with a great flourish of shovels. One of the ship’s boys (we had two), impressed by the weirdness of the scene, wept as if his heart would break. We could hear him blubbering somewhere in the shadows.

“On the third day the gale died out, and by-and-by a north-country tug picked us up. We took sixteen days in all to get from London to the Tyne! When we got into dock we had lost our turn for loading, and they hauled us off to a tier where we remained for a month. Mrs. Beard (the captain’s name was Beard) came from Colchester to see the old man. She lived on board. The crew of runners had left, and there remained only the officers, one boy, and the steward, a mulatto who answered to the name of Abraham. Mrs. Beard was an old woman, with a face all wrinkled and ruddy like a winter apple, and the figure of a young girl. She caught sight of me once, sewing on a button, and insisted on having my shirts to repair. This was something different from the captains’ wives I had known on board crack clippers. When I brought her the shirts, she said: ‘And the socks? They want mending, I am sure, and John’s—Captain Beard’s—things are all in order now. I would be glad of something to do.’ Bless the old woman! She overhauled my outfit for me, and meantime I read for the first time Sartor Resartus and Burnaby‘s Ride to Khiva. I didn’t understand much of the first then; but I remember I preferred the soldier to the philosopher at the time; a preference which life has only confirmed. One was a man, and the other was either more—or less. However, they are both dead, and Mrs. Beard is dead, and youth, strength, genius, thoughts, achievements, simple hearts—all dies … . No matter.

“They loaded us at last. We shipped a crew. Eight able seamen and two boys. We hauled off one evening to the buoys at the dock-gates, ready to go out, and with a fair prospect of beginning the voyage next day. Mrs. Beard was to start for home by a late train. When the ship was fast we went to tea. We sat rather silent through the meal—Mahon, the old couple, and I. I finished first, and slipped away for a smoke, my cabin being in a deck-house just against the poop. It was high water, blowing fresh with a drizzle; the double dock-gates were opened, and the steam colliers were going in and out in the darkness with their lights burning bright, a great plashing of propellers, rattling of winches, and a lot of hailing on the pier-heads. I watched the procession of head-lights gliding high and of green lights gliding low in the night, when suddenly a red gleam flashed at me, vanished, came into view again, and remained. The fore-end of a steamer loomed up close. I shouted down the cabin, ‘Come up, quick!’ and then heard a startled voice saying afar in the dark, ‘Stop her, sir.’ A bell jingled. Another voice cried warningly, ‘We are going right into that barque, sir.’ The answer to this was a gruff ‘All right,’ and the next thing was a heavy crash as the steamer struck a glancing blow with the bluff of her bow about our fore-rigging. There was a moment of confusion, yelling, and running about. Steam roared. Then somebody was heard saying, ‘All clear, sir.’ … ‘Are you all right?’ asked the gruff voice. I had jumped forward to see the damage, and hailed back, ‘I think so.’ ‘Easy astern,’ said the gruff voice. A bell jingled. ‘What steamer is that?’ screamed Mahon. By that time she was no more to us than a bulky shadow maneuvering a little way off. They shouted at us some name—a woman’s name, Miranda or Melissa—or some such thing. ‘This means another month in this beastly hole,’ said Mahon to me, as we peered with lamps about the splintered bulwarks and broken braces. ‘But where’s the captain?’

“We had not heard or seen anything of him all that time. We went aft to look. A doleful voice arose hailing somewhere in the middle of the dock, ‘Judea ahoy!’… How the devil did he get there? … ‘Hallo!’ we shouted. ‘I am adrift in our boat without oars,’ he cried. A belated waterman offered his services, and Mahon struck a bargain with him for half-a-crown to tow our skipper alongside; but it was Mrs. Beard that came up the ladder first. They had been floating about the dock in that mizzly cold rain for nearly an hour. I was never so surprised in my life.

“It appears that when he heard my shout ‘Come up,’ he understood at once what was the matter, caught up his wife, ran on deck, and across, and down into our boat, which was fast to the ladder. Not bad for a sixty-year-old. Just imagine that old fellow saving heroically in his arms that old woman—the woman of his life. He set her down on a thwart, and was ready to climb back on board when the painter came adrift somehow, and away they went together. Of course in the confusion we did not hear him shouting. He looked abashed. She said cheerfully, ‘I suppose it does not matter my losing the train now?’ ‘No, Jenny—you go below and get warm,’ he growled. Then to us: ‘A sailor has no business with a wife—I say. There I was, out of the ship. Well, no harm done this time. Let’s go and look at what that fool of a steamer smashed.’

“It wasn’t much, but it delayed us three weeks. At the end of that time, the captain being engaged with his agents, I carried Mrs. Beard’s bag to the railway-station and put her all comfy into a third-class carriage. She lowered the window to say, ‘You are a good young man. If you see John—Captain Beard—without his muffler at night, just remind him from me to keep his throat well wrapped up.’ ‘Certainly, Mrs. Beard,’ I said. ‘You are a good young man; I noticed how attentive you are to John—to Captain—’ The train pulled out suddenly; I took my cap off to the old woman: I never saw her again … Pass the bottle.

“We went to sea next day. When we made that start for Bankok we had been already three months out of London. We had expected to be a fortnight or so—at the outside.

“It was January, and the weather was beautiful—the beautiful sunny winter weather that has more charm than in the summer-time, because it is unexpected, and crisp, and you know it won’t, it can’t, last long. It’s like a windfall, like a godsend, like an unexpected piece of luck.

“It lasted all down the North Sea, all down Channel; and it lasted till we were three hundred miles or so to the westward of the Lizards: then the wind went round to the sou’west and began to pipe up. In two days it blew a gale. The Judea, hove to, wallowed on the Atlantic like an old candlebox. It blew day after day: it blew with spite, without interval, without mercy, without rest. The world was nothing but an immensity of great foaming waves rushing at us, under a sky low enough to touch with the hand and dirty like a smoked ceiling. In the stormy space surrounding us there was as much flying spray as air. Day after day and night after night there was nothing round the ship but the howl of the wind, the tumult of the sea, the noise of water pouring over her deck. There was no rest for her and no rest for us. She tossed, she pitched, she stood on her head, she sat on her tail, she rolled, she groaned, and we had to hold on while on deck and cling to our bunks when below, in a constant effort of body and worry of mind.

“One night Mahon spoke through the small window of my berth. It opened right into my very bed, and I was lying there sleepless, in my boots, feeling as though I had not slept for years, and could not if I tried. He said excitedly—

“‘You got the sounding-rod in here, Marlow? I can’t get the pumps to suck. By God! it’s no child’s play.’

“I gave him the sounding-rod and lay down again, trying to think of various things—but I thought only of the pumps. When I came on deck they were still at it, and my watch relieved at the pumps. By the light of the lantern brought on deck to examine the sounding-rod I caught a glimpse of their weary, serious faces. We pumped all the four hours. We pumped all night, all day, all the week,—watch and watch. She was working herself loose, and leaked badly—not enough to drown us at once, but enough to kill us with the work at the pumps. And while we pumped the ship was going from us piecemeal: the bulwarks went, the stanchions were torn out, the ventilators smashed, the cabin-door burst in. There was not a dry spot in the ship. She was being gutted bit by bit. The long-boat changed, as if by magic, into matchwood where she stood in her gripes. I had lashed her myself, and was rather proud of my handiwork, which had withstood so long the malice of the sea. And we pumped. And there was no break in the weather. The sea was white like a sheet of foam, like a caldron of boiling milk; there was not a break in the clouds, no—not the size of a man’s hand—no, not for so much as ten seconds. There was for us no sky, there were for us no stars, no sun, no universe—nothing but angry clouds and an infuriated sea. We pumped watch and watch, for dear life; and it seemed to last for months, for years, for all eternity, as though we had been dead and gone to a hell for sailors. We forgot the day of the week, the name of the month, what year it was, and whether we had ever been ashore. The sails blew away, she lay broadside on under a weather-cloth, the ocean poured over her, and we did not care. We turned those handles, and had the eyes of idiots. As soon as we had crawled on deck I used to take a round turn with a rope about the men, the pumps, and the mainmast, and we turned, we turned incessantly, with the water to our waists, to our necks, over our heads. It was all one. We had forgotten how it felt to be dry.

“And there was somewhere in me the thought: By Jove! this is the deuce of an adventure—something you read about; and it is my first voyage as second mate—and I am only twenty—and here I am lasting it out as well as any of these men, and keeping my chaps up to the mark. I was pleased. I would not have given up the experience for worlds. I had moments of exultation. Whenever the old dismantled craft pitched heavily with her counter high in the air, she seemed to me to throw up, like an appeal, like a defiance, like a cry to the clouds without mercy, the words written on her stern: ‘Judea, London. Do or Die[1q].’

“O youth! The strength of it, the faith of it, the imagination of it[2q]! To me she was not an old rattle-trap carting about the world a lot of coal for a freight—to me she was the endeavour, the test, the trial of life. I think of her with pleasure, with affection, with regret—as you would think of someone dead you have loved. I shall never forget her… . Pass the bottle.

“One night when tied to the mast, as I explained, we were pumping on, deafened with the wind, and without spirit enough in us to wish ourselves dead, a heavy sea crashed aboard and swept clean over us. As soon as I got my breath I shouted, as in duty bound, ‘Keep on, boys!’ when suddenly I felt something hard floating on deck strike the calf of my leg. I made a grab at it and missed. It was so dark we could not see each other’s faces within a foot—you understand.

“After that thump the ship kept quiet for a while, and the thing, whatever it was, struck my leg again. This time I caught it—and it was a saucepan. At first, being stupid with fatigue and thinking of nothing but the pumps, I did not understand what I had in my hand. Suddenly it dawned upon me, and I shouted, ‘Boys, the house on deck is gone. Leave this, and let’s look for the cook.’

“There was a deck-house forward, which contained the galley, the cook’s berth, and the quarters of the crew. As we had expected for days to see it swept away, the hands had been ordered to sleep in the cabin—the only safe place in the ship. The steward, Abraham, however, persisted in clinging to his berth, stupidly, like a mule—from sheer fright I believe, like an animal that won’t leave a stable falling in an earthquake. So we went to look for him. It was chancing death, since once out of our lashings we were as exposed as if on a raft. But we went. The house was shattered as if a shell had exploded inside. Most of it had gone overboard—stove, men’s quarters, and their property, all was gone; but two posts, holding a portion of the bulkhead to which Abraham’s bunk was attached, remained as if by a miracle. We groped in the ruins and came upon this, and there he was, sitting in his bunk, surrounded by foam and wreckage, jabbering cheerfully to himself. He was out of his mind; completely and for ever mad, with this sudden shock coming upon the fag-end of his endurance. We snatched him up, lugged him aft, and pitched him head-first down the cabin companion. You understand there was no time to carry him down with infinite precautions and wait to see how he got on. Those below would pick him up at the bottom of the stairs all right. We were in a hurry to go back to the pumps. That business could not wait. A bad leak is an inhuman thing.

“One would think that the sole purpose of that fiendish gale had been to make a lunatic of that poor devil of a mulatto. It eased before morning, and next day the sky cleared, and as the sea went down the leak took up. When it came to bending a fresh set of sails the crew demanded to put back—and really there was nothing else to do. Boats gone, decks swept clean, cabin gutted, men without a stitch but what they stood in, stores spoiled, ship strained. We put her head for home, and—would you believe it? The wind came east right in our teeth. It blew fresh, it blew continuously. We had to beat up every inch of the way, but she did not leak so badly, the water keeping comparatively smooth. Two hours’ pumping in every four is no joke—but it kept her afloat as far as Falmouth.

“The good people there live on casualties of the sea, and no doubt were glad to see us. A hungry crowd of shipwrights sharpened their chisels at the sight of that carcass of a ship. And, by Jove! they had pretty pickings off us before they were done. I fancy the owner was already in a tight place. There were delays. Then it was decided to take part of the cargo out and calk her topsides. This was done, the repairs finished, cargo re-shipped; a new crew came on board, and we went out—for Bankok. At the end of a week we were back again. The crew said they weren’t going to Bankok—a hundred and fifty days’ passage—in a something hooker that wanted pumping eight hours out of the twenty-four; and the nautical papers inserted again the little paragraph: ‘Judea. Barque. Tyne to Bankok; coals; put back to Falmouth leaky and with crew refusing duty.’

“There were more delays—more tinkering. The owner came down for a day, and said she was as right as a little fiddle. Poor old Captain Beard looked like the ghost of a Geordie skipper—through the worry and humiliation of it. Remember he was sixty, and it was his first command. Mahon said it was a foolish business, and would end badly. I loved the ship more than ever, and wanted awfully to get to Bankok. To Bankok! Magic name, blessed name. Mesopotamia wasn’t a patch on it. Remember I was twenty, and it was my first second mate’s billet, and the East was waiting for me.

“We went out and anchored in the outer roads with a fresh crew—the third. She leaked worse than ever. It was as if those confounded shipwrights had actually made a hole in her. This time we did not even go outside. The crew simply refused to man the windlass.

“They towed us back to the inner harbour, and we became a fixture, a feature, an institution of the place. People pointed us out to visitors as ‘That ‘ere bark that’s going to Bankok—has been here six months—put back three times.’ On holidays the small boys pulling about in boats would hail, ‘Judea, ahoy!’ and if a head showed above the rail shouted, ‘Where you bound to?—Bankok?’ and jeered. We were only three on board. The poor old skipper mooned in the cabin. Mahon undertook the cooking, and unexpectedly developed all a Frenchman’s genius for preparing nice little messes. I looked languidly after the rigging. We became citizens of Falmouth. Every shopkeeper knew us. At the barber’s or tobacconist’s they asked familiarly, ‘Do you think you will ever get to Bankok?’ Meantime the owner, the underwriters, and the charterers squabbled amongst themselves in London, and our pay went on.… Pass the bottle.

“It was horrid. Morally it was worse than pumping for life. It seemed as though we had been forgotten by the world, belonged to nobody, would get nowhere; it seemed that, as if bewitched, we would have to live for ever and ever in that inner harbour, a derision and a by-word to generations of long-shore loafers and dishonest boatmen. I obtained three months’ pay and a five days’ leave, and made a rush for London. It took me a day to get there and pretty well another to come back—but three months’ pay went all the same. I don’t know what I did with it. I went to a music-hall, I believe, lunched, dined, and supped in a swell place in Regent Street, and was back to time, with nothing but a complete set of Byron’s works and a new railway rug to show for three months’ work. The boatman who pulled me off to the ship said: ‘Hallo! I thought you had left the old thing. She will never get to Bankok.’ ‘That’s all you know about it,’ I said scornfully—but I didn’t like that prophecy at all.

“Suddenly a man, some kind of agent to somebody, appeared with full powers. He had grog-blossoms all over his face, an indomitable energy, and was a jolly soul. We leaped into life again. A hulk came alongside, took our cargo, and then we went into dry dock to get our copper stripped. No wonder she leaked. The poor thing, strained beyond endurance by the gale, had, as if in disgust, spat out all the oakum of her lower seams. She was recalked, new coppered, and made as tight as a bottle. We went back to the hulk and re-shipped our cargo.

“Then on a fine moonlight night, all the rats left the ship.

“We had been infested with them. They had destroyed our sails, consumed more stores than the crew, affably shared our beds and our dangers, and now, when the ship was made seaworthy, concluded to clear out. I called Mahon to enjoy the spectacle. Rat after rat appeared on our rail, took a last look over his shoulder, and leaped with a hollow thud into the empty hulk. We tried to count them, but soon lost the tale. Mahon said: ‘Well, well! don’t talk to me about the intelligence of rats. They ought to have left before, when we had that narrow squeak from foundering. There you have the proof how silly is the superstition about them. They leave a good ship for an old rotten hulk, where there is nothing to eat, too, the fools! … I don’t believe they know what is safe or what is good for them, any more than you or I.’

“And after some more talk we agreed that the wisdom of rats had been grossly overrated, being in fact no greater than that of men.

“The story of the ship was known, by this, all up the Channel from Land’s End to the Forelands, and we could get no crew on the south coast. They sent us one all complete from Liverpool, and we left once more—for Bankok.

“We had fair breezes, smooth water right into the tropics, and the old Judea lumbered along in the sunshine. When she went eight knots everything cracked aloft, and
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