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    A remote tableland rises from the jungle like a fortress of time, challenging human certainty with the possibility that the past has never truly passed.

Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Lost World endures as a classic because it crystallizes the modern adventure tale into a narrative of discovery powered by argument, curiosity, and risk. It helped define a mode of scientific romance in which bold hypotheses meet unforgiving landscapes, and it demonstrated how the excitement of exploration could be carried by character as much as by incident. The novel’s brisk momentum, its interplay of skepticism and belief, and its commitment to wonder have made it a touchstone for popular fiction in English for more than a century.

First published in 1912, the book appeared during a period when public interest in exploration and natural science was intense, and when newspapers regularly reported expeditions to little-mapped regions. Doyle, already widely known for his fiction, drew on this cultural atmosphere of lectures, museums, and travel accounts to craft a story that feels both plausible in its details and exhilarating in its ambitions. The result is a work that sits at the intersection of late-Victorian and early twentieth-century adventure writing, looking back to imperial-era quest narratives while pushing toward modern speculative imagination.

At the center of the novel is Professor George Edward Challenger, a formidable and controversial scientist whose claims ignite debate rather than consensus. Challenger insists that an isolated plateau in South America preserves life forms thought long vanished, and he provokes a clash between institutional authority and individual conviction. The story follows the formation of an expedition intended to test his assertions under real conditions, moving from the world of public disputes and reputations to the physical ordeal of field investigation. From the outset, the premise frames knowledge as something pursued through peril as well as reasoning.

Doyle structures the opening movement around persuasion: people must be convinced to listen, to fund, and to venture beyond familiar boundaries. The novel’s early scenes foreground the mechanics of evidence, testimony, and credibility, highlighting how easily pride and prejudice can shape what is accepted as fact. That emphasis gives The Lost World more than mere spectacle; it is also a meditation on how communities decide what is true. The reader is invited to enjoy the drama of competing interpretations while anticipating the moment when argument yields to observation.

Once the expedition departs, the book turns into a portrait of exploration as both a physical and an ethical enterprise. The landscape is not simply scenery but an active force that tests planning, resilience, and cooperation. The narrative asks what it means to enter a place without a map—how quickly certainty dissolves, how fragile supplies and assumptions can be, and how easily the unfamiliar exposes human limitations. Doyle’s pacing and scene construction create a persistent tension between exhilaration and vulnerability, giving the adventure its bite without requiring foreknowledge of its outcomes.

The Lost World also stands out for the way it stages a conversation among distinct temperaments. Challenger’s dominating presence is set against other voices that bring different standards of proof, different forms of courage, and different senses of responsibility. The expedition becomes a social experiment in miniature, showing how expertise, ambition, and pragmatism collide when people are removed from the institutions that normally regulate them. Through these interactions, Doyle sustains humor alongside danger and uses personality conflicts to sharpen the book’s questions about authority and judgment.

As a work of imaginative fiction, the novel helped popularize the idea of a hidden enclave where extraordinary creatures or ecosystems might survive in isolation. That “lost world” concept became a durable template for later adventure and speculative narratives, offering a flexible stage on which writers could explore evolution, survival, and human intrusion. Doyle’s handling of scientific curiosity as narrative engine—complete with public debate, an organized expedition, and the lure of unprecedented findings—provided a model that subsequent storytellers repeatedly adapted in novels, films, and other media.

Enduring themes keep the story fresh: the thrill of discovery, the contest between skepticism and open-mindedness, and the moral strain of encountering what one cannot easily categorize. The book suggests that wonder is not the opposite of reason but a companion to it, and it shows how quickly confidence can become dogmatism when reputations are at stake. It also explores the human appetite for recognition, reminding readers that acclaim can motivate inquiry as powerfully as truth can. These concerns remain legible even when the period details recede.

Doyle’s prose favors clarity and speed, translating complex ideas into scenes that read with the directness of reported experience. The narrative voice underscores immediacy and invites the reader to weigh claims, notice contradictions, and share the expedition’s shifting expectations. This style contributes to the novel’s accessibility: it can be read as pure adventure, yet it also rewards attention to how arguments are framed and how evidence is interpreted. The combination helps explain why The Lost World has remained widely read beyond the era that first embraced it.

In its publication context, the novel reflects a time when science was rapidly reorganizing everyday thought, even as large parts of the globe were still portrayed in popular culture as mysterious frontiers. That tension—between expanding knowledge and persistent unknowns—animates the book’s central drama. The plateau premise dramatizes the notion that a single overlooked region might upset settled conclusions, not by magic but by geography and isolation. Without revealing the expedition’s specific discoveries, it is enough to say that Doyle builds his suspense on the prospect that the world may still hold radical surprises.

Today, The Lost World speaks to contemporary questions about how we verify information, how institutions respond to disruptive claims, and how exploration reshapes what we think we know. Its fascination with remote environments resonates in an age concerned with biodiversity, habitat loss, and the ethics of encountering fragile ecosystems. Its portrait of public argument feels familiar in a culture where attention and credibility can be contested as fiercely as facts. The novel’s lasting appeal lies in its union of intellectual provocation and narrative drive, inviting each generation to rediscover the excitement—and the caution—of stepping beyond the known.
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    Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Lost World (first published in 1912) is presented through the voice of Edward D. Malone, a young journalist eager to prove himself professionally and personally. Seeking an assignment that will distinguish him, Malone becomes drawn into the orbit of the celebrated but combative Professor George Edward Challenger. Challenger insists he has found evidence of a remote South American plateau where prehistoric life still survives, a claim that has made him both famous and ridiculed. The novel opens by establishing Malone’s ambitions, Challenger’s controversial reputation, and the public dispute over what constitutes credible scientific proof.

paragraphs [

Determined to test Challenger’s assertions, Malone pursues an interview that turns into a deeper involvement with the controversy. Challenger, intent on vindication, proposes a properly equipped expedition to obtain firsthand confirmation. The plan attracts additional participants with differing motivations and temperaments, including the cautious and respected Professor Summerlee and the experienced adventurer Lord John Roxton. Together they represent competing attitudes toward evidence, expertise, and risk: Challenger demands belief in his authority, Summerlee insists on rigorous verification, Roxton seeks challenge and action, and Malone hopes to document events for a wider audience. Their preparations frame the journey as both scientific inquiry and public spectacle.

paragraphs [

The party departs for South America with the aim of reaching the region Challenger has described. As the expedition moves from established routes into increasingly difficult terrain, the novel emphasizes the practical challenges of exploration: logistics, local conditions, and the strain of maintaining cooperation under pressure. Malone’s narration captures shifting alliances and frictions, particularly the rivalry between Challenger and Summerlee, whose debates about method and credibility continue even in the field. Roxton’s competence and calm counterbalance academic conflict, while Malone’s role as observer and reporter becomes precarious as he is forced to participate in decisions that affect the group’s safety and prospects.

paragraphs [

Approaching the plateau that Challenger claims is isolated from the surrounding world, the expedition confronts a landscape that seems designed to resist entry. The book builds suspense through obstacles that test endurance and ingenuity, presenting the plateau as a natural fortress whose inaccessibility is central to its mystery. The group’s efforts to reach the top underscore the theme of human persistence against indifferent geography. At this stage, the narrative keeps the scientific stakes in focus: only direct observation can settle the dispute, yet the costs of obtaining that observation rise as resources diminish and the margin for error narrows.

paragraphs [

Once on the plateau, the expedition encounters evidence that challenges ordinary expectations about living species and ecological history. Doyle portrays the environment as a distinct, self-contained world shaped by isolation, where unfamiliar creatures and hazards impose new rules on the explorers. The shift from debate in lecture halls to confrontation with the unknown forces the characters to reconsider what “proof” means when survival becomes intertwined with observation. Malone’s account alternates between awe and alarm, and the party’s earlier disagreements take on sharper consequences as their different skills and judgments must align in order to continue studying the region without being overwhelmed by it.]
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    The Lost World (first published in 1912) is framed by the institutions and habits of late Victorian and Edwardian Britain, especially London’s universities, museums, learned societies, and newspapers. Its opening scenes reflect a metropolitan culture in which scientific credentials, public lectures, and editorial offices helped decide what counted as knowledge. The narrative’s emphasis on debate, reputation, and evidence mirrors an era when claims about exploration and natural history were mediated by professional bodies and an expanding popular press. The book’s “modern” present is thus shaped by British imperial confidence and by public fascination with science presented as spectacle as well as scholarship.

Arthur Conan Doyle (1859–1930) wrote the novel after decades in which Britain’s global influence, mass literacy, and periodical culture intensified public appetite for adventure and scientific romance. Trained as a physician, Doyle became a celebrated writer and public figure, and his works often engaged contemporary debates about expertise, proof, and credibility. By 1912, he had already used the figure of the rational investigator in Sherlock Holmes to dramatize reasoning and evidence. The Lost World draws on the same cultural expectation that extraordinary claims require demonstration, but it places that problem within expeditionary science and public performance before skeptical audiences.

The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw the professionalization of science, including the consolidation of disciplines such as geology, paleontology, and zoology. Museums and universities increasingly served as repositories of specimens and as arbiters of classification and authority. The book’s attention to collecting, describing, and publicly verifying findings echoes this institutional world. It also reflects the era’s tension between older models of the gentleman-amateur naturalist and newer professional standards. Conflicts over who has the right to speak for “science,” and what counts as admissible proof, are central to the story’s dramatic stakes and to its portrayal of scientific personalities.

Evolutionary theory is a crucial intellectual background. Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859) and subsequent debates reshaped public understanding of deep time, extinction, and the relationship between humans and other animals. By the early twentieth century, evolution was widely discussed, even as controversies persisted across religious and secular audiences. The Lost World plays to this climate of thought by imagining a pocket of preserved ancient life that would test scientific explanations and taxonomic assumptions. Without turning into a treatise, the novel uses evolutionary expectations—change over vast time, fossils as evidence, and extinction as a historical process—as a premise that makes its central discovery intelligible to contemporary readers.

Developments in geology and paleontology also shaped the novel’s plausibility. During the nineteenth century, geological time scales were extended and refined, and fossil discoveries multiplied in Europe and North America, creating popular interest in prehistoric animals. By 1912, reconstructions of dinosaurs and other extinct creatures were familiar in museums and illustrated media, making “prehistoric life” a vivid public concept. The novel echoes the excitement surrounding such reconstructions, while dramatizing the gap between fossil evidence and living specimens. Its fictional expedition is imagined as a decisive leap from inference—bones and strata—to direct observation, capturing a period’s appetite for definitive demonstrations.

The Lost World also reflects a mature phase of European exploration narratives. In the decades before the First World War, large parts of the globe had been mapped in ways that fed a belief that “blank spaces” were shrinking, yet popular literature still thrived on tales of remote interiors and uncharted plateaus. Such stories often drew on travel writing and expedition reports that were widely read in Britain. Doyle’s setting in South America aligns with real nineteenth-century scientific and surveying ventures in the region, and with Britain’s broader interest in overseas environments as sites for discovery. The book converts these interests into a dramatic contest between skepticism at home and risk-taking in the field.

South America’s interior had long been a subject of European scientific curiosity, with naturalists, geographers, and collectors traveling through the continent during the nineteenth century. Explorers such as Alexander von Humboldt (active in the early 1800s) helped shape European understanding of South American landscapes and biodiversity, and later expeditions continued to feed museums and academic research. The Lost World draws on this tradition by presenting the continent as both scientifically rich and logistically challenging, emphasizing rivers, forests, and high ground as barriers to knowledge. The result is less a documentary of any single journey than an imaginative synthesis of travel writing, specimen-collecting, and geographic uncertainty.

The era’s communication systems made exploration a public drama. Telegraphy, expanding newspaper networks, and illustrated magazines allowed expeditions and their claims to be reported quickly and sensationally, even when verification lagged. Doyle’s narrative uses the press and public meetings as mechanisms that amplify controversy, reward boldness, and punish error. This reflects a real cultural environment in which scientific disputes and exploration news were consumed as entertainment and as national prestige. The book’s concern with how evidence is staged—through lectures, photographs, and artifacts—echoes the early twentieth century’s negotiation between spectacle and standards of proof in the public sphere.

Photography and other recording technologies had become central to claims of authenticity by the early 1900s. Photographs were widely used in journalism and increasingly in scientific documentation, though issues of interpretation and credibility remained. The Lost World’s reliance on visual proof and physical specimens mirrors this moment when modern media promised to settle disputes yet could still be challenged as incomplete or manipulated. The broader technological context also included improvements in transportation and equipment that made travel and fieldwork more feasible, while still dangerous. The novel’s expedition ethos—planning, gear, and documentation—reflects a society newly confident in technology but still dependent on personal endurance and luck.

The book’s cast and their interactions also reflect Edwardian social hierarchies and gender norms. Britain in the early twentieth century remained a society structured by class, educational pedigree, and professional status, with public life and scientific institutions dominated by men. At the same time, debates about women’s rights and political representation were highly visible in the years leading up to the First World War. While The Lost World does not serve as a direct tract about suffrage, it uses romantic and social motivations that signal prevailing assumptions about masculinity, public achievement, and respectability. Its emphasis on proving oneself in public and winning status through daring resonates with a culture that valorized male-coded adventure and professional recognition.

Imperial and nationalist currents provide another essential context. The British Empire was at its territorial height in the early twentieth century, and imperial culture encouraged ideas about competition, resource extraction, and the classification of peoples and places. The Lost World is not an imperial administration narrative, but it borrows the imperial adventure framework: an expedition from London to a distant region, the naming and claiming of knowledge, and the assumption that metropolitan institutions will adjudicate the results. The novel also gestures toward the era’s confidence that the world could be known, organized, and displayed. In doing so, it reflects how imperial power and scientific authority often reinforced each other in public imagination.

The period’s anthropology and debates about “civilization” versus “savagery” also influenced popular fiction. In late nineteenth-century Europe, social evolutionary ideas—now recognized as deeply problematic—were often used to rank societies and justify colonial attitudes. The Lost World includes encounters that reflect these intellectual habits, portraying difference through a lens shaped by contemporary assumptions. While Doyle’s primary interest is adventure and scientific wonder, the narrative’s treatment of human and nonhuman “others” reveals the conceptual categories available to Edwardian readers. This context helps explain why the story often frames unfamiliar societies as objects of observation and fear, aligning with broader patterns in imperial-era popular literature.

Economic and professional pressures in Britain shaped the novel’s focus on careers and public reputation. By the early twentieth century, journalism was a major industry, and the figure of the reporter was a recognizable symbol of modern urban life—mobile, competitive, and tied to readership demand. The Lost World’s attention to editors, publicity, and the value of a “scoop” reflects a media economy where sensational discoveries could translate into social capital and financial opportunity. The novel thereby echoes the entanglement of knowledge with commerce: scientific claims are not merely intellectual but also performative, contested, and marketable within a crowded public sphere.

The book also sits within the genre history of “scientific romance” and adventure fiction popular in Britain around the turn of the century. Writers such as H. G. Wells had already used speculative premises to explore contemporary anxieties about evolution, degeneration, and modernity. Doyle’s approach is more expeditionary and less overtly satirical than Wells’s, but it shares the same cultural soil: a readership fascinated by science, unsettled by its implications, and eager for narratives that convert abstract theories into vivid events. The Lost World echoes this genre’s method of using imagined scenarios to test the authority of experts, the reliability of evidence, and the moral confidence of modern societies.

Doyle wrote in a period marked by international tension and military consciousness. Britain had fought the South African War (1899–1902), a conflict that intensified debate about national efficiency, physical fitness, and the costs of empire. Although The Lost World is not a war novel, its celebration of endurance, leadership, and readiness for danger resonates with a culture attentive to martial virtues and national vigor. The expedition’s discipline and the characters’ disputes over command and competence echo contemporary concerns about who was fit to lead and how “modern” men should be tested. This backdrop helps explain the novel’s investment in proving character under pressure as a public, almost national, performance.

The years just before 1914 were also an age of public exhibitions, museums, and collecting, in which objects from around the world were transported to European capitals and displayed as educational entertainment. Such practices relied on global networks of trade, coercion, and diplomacy, and they shaped how British audiences expected distant places to be made legible—through specimens, trophies, and curated displays. The Lost World reflects this museum-minded imagination by treating tangible objects as the strongest form of evidence. It also hints at the ethical ambiguities of extraction: the desire to bring back proof is portrayed as compelling, even when it risks turning living beings and cultures into mere exhibits for metropolitan consumption.

Within British intellectual life, skepticism and credulity coexisted. Spiritualism, psychical research, and other movements attracted serious attention alongside mainstream science, and Doyle himself later became publicly associated with spiritualist beliefs. This broader climate helps illuminate The Lost World’s preoccupation with how extraordinary claims are judged. The narrative repeatedly stages confrontations between those demanding strict evidence and those willing to wager reputation on experience and testimony. Without equating its prehistoric premise with occult claims, the novel reflects an Edwardian epistemological anxiety: modern people had more data and better instruments than ever, yet they still argued about what counted as reality and who could be trusted to interpret it. The book dramatizes that anxiety in a form accessible to mass readerships and serial publication culture of the period. It suggests that “truth” is not only found in the field but negotiated in institutions, media, and social rivalries, mirroring the era’s contested boundaries between expertise, publicity, and belief. In this way, The Lost World functions as both a product of prewar confidence in discovery and a subtle critique of the social machinery that turns discovery into status, spectacle, and national self-congratulation. Its enduring appeal lies in how it captures a moment when science seemed capable of revealing wonders, even as modern society struggled to agree on how to recognize them.
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    Introduction
Arthur Conan Doyle (1859–1930) was a Scottish physician and writer whose fiction helped define modern detective storytelling. He is best known as the creator of Sherlock Holmes and Dr. John Watson, characters who first appeared in the late 1880s and quickly became central to popular culture. Doyle’s work ranged far beyond crime fiction: he wrote historical novels, adventure tales, plays, poetry, and nonfiction. His career unfolded during a period of intense change in Britain’s social life and media, and he became both a literary celebrity and a public controversialist. His enduring significance rests on the craft, clarity, and narrative momentum of his storytelling, and on the cultural afterlife of Holmes.
Doyle’s reputation rests especially on his ability to combine entertainment with a sense of method and observation. The Holmes stories presented detection as an art grounded in evidence, reasoning, and close attention to detail, a model that influenced later writers and readers’ expectations of the genre. Yet Doyle never confined himself to one mode; he pursued prestige through historical fiction and experimented with different forms as the publishing market expanded. Over time, the public came to associate him with both the imaginative authority of his fiction and the earnestness of his public beliefs. This combination—popular appeal, professional discipline, and engagement with the issues of his day—helps explain why Doyle’s name remains widely recognized more than a century after his major works first appeared.
Education and Literary Influences
Born in Edinburgh, Doyle was educated in the city and later trained in medicine at the University of Edinburgh. During his student years he encountered scientific approaches to diagnosis that emphasized careful observation and inference. That intellectual environment became one of the most frequently noted backgrounds to his later depiction of detective reasoning. After qualifying, he worked in medicine before gradually shifting his energies toward writing, a transition made possible by persistence in the literary marketplace and by growing recognition of his fictional creations. Although he eventually left day-to-day medical practice, he retained the habits of case-taking, documentation, and analytic clarity that were useful to a narrative craft focused on puzzles, evidence, and explanation.
Doyle’s early reading and professional formation occurred in a late-Victorian culture that prized periodicals, serialized fiction, and a broad audience for popular narrative. He drew on established traditions of adventure and historical romance as well as on emerging interest in rational inquiry and forensic thinking. His medical training also brought him into contact with the disciplined methods of contemporary science, which shaped the tone of plausibility that often undergirds his stories even when they turn toward sensational or uncanny effects. Rather than presenting detection as mere intuition, he frequently framed it as reasoning from trace details—an approach that helped the Holmes tales feel modern to readers and that became a durable influence on later crime fiction.
Literary Career
Doyle’s path to fame was gradual. He wrote while still connected to medical work, placing stories in magazines and experimenting with different genres. His breakthrough came with Sherlock Holmes, first introduced in the novel A Study in Scarlet (1887). The character’s emphasis on deduction, combined with Watson’s accessible narration, offered a compelling structure: the reader shared Watson’s partial understanding, while Holmes’s final explanations promised order and clarity. The early reception established Doyle as a notable voice in popular fiction, and it gave him a recurring framework in which to explore crime, urban life, and the tensions between appearances and underlying causes.
Holmes’s popularity surged when Doyle began publishing short stories featuring the detective, many of which appeared in The Strand Magazine. This venue helped make Holmes a household name through serialized reading and illustration, and it strengthened the episodic case format that proved highly adaptable. Collections such as The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes (1892) and The Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes (1893) consolidated the stories in book form and broadened their reach. In these works Doyle refined the hallmark elements of the series: vivid openings, a client’s narrative, careful attention to clues, and a concluding reconstruction. The stories balanced suspense with explanation, and they established a template many later writers would adopt.
Doyle also sought recognition beyond detective fiction. He wrote historical novels, most prominently The White Company (1891), which he regarded as among his more serious achievements. He explored different registers of heroism and national history, moving from London’s alleys to imagined medieval battlefields. In addition, he produced fiction of speculative adventure, including The Lost World (1912), which introduced Professor Challenger and exemplified Doyle’s skill at pacing, scene-setting, and the presentation of astonishing claims through a reporting or testimonial style. These works demonstrated an ambition to be seen as a versatile man of letters rather than solely the author of a single famous detective.
The tension between Doyle’s artistic ambitions and the public’s appetite for Holmes became a defining feature of his career. At times he attempted to step away from the detective to focus on other writing, but Holmes’s appeal proved difficult to escape. Eventually Doyle returned to the character and expanded the canon across novels and further collections, including The Hound of the Baskervilles (1902) and The Return of Sherlock Holmes (1905). His craft remained oriented toward readability: brisk exposition, sharply drawn scenes, and an efficient movement from mystery to solution. Critical responses over the years have varied, but Holmes’s status as a cornerstone of detective fiction has remained secure.
Across his broader output, Doyle showed a consistent interest in professional competence, courage, and the moral testing of individuals under pressure. His historical narratives and adventure tales often emphasize duty, comradeship, and decisive action, while the Holmes stories highlight interpretive skill and psychological insight. He also wrote nonfiction and essays, sometimes engaging with events of his time. The volume of his production reflects a working writer’s discipline, shaped by magazine demand and by his own sustained energy. Although modern readers often approach him first through Holmes, the diversity of his publications illustrates a career that responded to shifting tastes and to the opportunities offered by late-19th- and early-20th-century print culture.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Doyle was active in public life and did not limit himself to the role of entertainer. He wrote nonfiction on contemporary matters and involved himself in debates that reached beyond literature. In the early 20th century he was especially visible in relation to the Second Boer War, producing works that defended Britain’s conduct and presenting arguments aimed at an international readership. These interventions show a writer convinced that narrative and documentation could shape public opinion. They also reveal his confidence in assembling evidence and making a case—skills akin to those dramatized in his detective fiction, though applied to politics and reputation.
Later, Doyle became one of the most prominent public advocates of Spiritualism, the movement asserting communication with the dead. He wrote and lectured extensively in its support, treating the subject as a matter he believed could be approached through testimony and investigation. His commitment drew both followers and critics, and it became an important part of his public identity in his later decades. This advocacy intersected with his literary life, as he devoted time and publications to defending his views, sometimes at the cost of narrowing how certain audiences understood his legacy. Whatever modern judgments, his involvement is well documented and illustrates his readiness to use fame in the service of conviction.
Final Years & Legacy
In his later years Doyle continued to write while also devoting substantial energy to public speaking and Spiritualist advocacy. He remained a recognizable figure in British cultural life, associated not only with Sherlock Holmes but with a broader persona of earnest argument and energetic productivity. The years after the First World War saw him publishing further nonfiction related to his beliefs, alongside ongoing literary work. His public standing thus combined popular authorship with a kind of moral and intellectual campaigning. This mixture could be polarizing, yet it reflected a consistent pattern in his life: a willingness to treat writing as both art and instrument, capable of persuading as well as entertaining.
Doyle died in 1930 in England. By that time Sherlock Holmes had already become a global figure, translated and adapted in multiple forms, and the character’s logic-driven approach had helped shape expectations for detective narratives. Subsequent generations have continued to read Holmes in print and to reimagine him in stage, film, radio, and television, keeping Doyle’s most famous creation in constant circulation. At the same time, readers and scholars have revisited his historical novels and adventure fiction to better understand the range of his ambitions. His legacy endures as a blend of genre-defining invention, prolific craftsmanship, and a life that repeatedly crossed the boundary between storytelling and public argument.
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Mr. Hungerton, her father, really was the most tactless person upon earth,—a fluffy, feathery, untidy cockatoo of a man, perfectly good-natured, but absolutely centered upon his own silly self. If anything could have driven me from Gladys, it would have been the thought of such a father-in-law. I am convinced that he really believed in his heart that I came round to the Chestnuts three days a week for the pleasure of his company, and very especially to hear his views upon bimetallism[1], a subject upon which he was by way of being an authority.

For an hour or more that evening I listened to his monotonous chirrup about bad money driving out good, the token value of silver, the depreciation of the rupee[2], and the true standards of exchange.

"Suppose," he cried with feeble violence, "that all the debts in the world were called up simultaneously, and immediate payment insisted upon,—what under our present conditions would happen then?"

I gave the self-evident answer that I should be a ruined man, upon which he jumped from his chair, reproved me for my habitual levity, which made it impossible for him to discuss any reasonable subject in my presence, and bounced off out of the room to dress for a Masonic meeting[3].

At last I was alone with Gladys, and the moment of Fate had come! All that evening I had felt like the soldier who awaits the signal which will send him on a forlorn hope; hope of victory and fear of repulse alternating in his mind.

She sat with that proud, delicate profile of hers outlined against the red curtain. How beautiful she was! And yet how aloof! We had been friends, quite good friends; but never could I get beyond the same comradeship which I might have established with one of my fellow-reporters upon the Gazette,—perfectly frank, perfectly kindly, and perfectly unsexual. My instincts are all against a woman being too frank and at her ease with me. It is no compliment to a man. Where the real sex feeling begins, timidity and distrust are its companions, heritage from old wicked days when love and violence went often hand in hand. The bent head, the averted eye, the faltering voice, the wincing figure—these, and not the unshrinking gaze and frank reply, are the true signals of passion. Even in my short life I had learned as much as that—or had inherited it in that race memory which we call instinct.

Gladys was full of every womanly quality. Some judged her to be cold and hard; but such a thought was treason. That delicately bronzed skin, almost oriental in its coloring, that raven hair, the large liquid eyes, the full but exquisite lips,—all the stigmata of passion were there. But I was sadly conscious that up to now I had never found the secret of drawing it forth. However, come what might, I should have done with suspense and bring matters to a head to-night. She could but refuse me, and better be a repulsed lover than an accepted brother.

So far my thoughts had carried me, and I was about to break the long and uneasy silence, when two critical, dark eyes looked round at me, and the proud head was shaken in smiling reproof. "I have a presentiment that you are going to propose, Ned. I do wish you wouldn't; for things are so much nicer as they are."

I drew my chair a little nearer. "Now, how did you know that I was going to propose?" I asked in genuine wonder.

"Don't women always know? Do you suppose any woman in the world was ever taken unawares? But—oh, Ned, our friendship has been so good and so pleasant! What a pity to spoil it! Don't you feel how splendid it is that a young man and a young woman should be able to talk face to face as we have talked?"

"I don't know, Gladys. You see, I can talk face to face with—with the station-master." I can't imagine how that official came into the matter; but in he trotted, and set us both laughing. "That does not satisfy me in the least. I want my arms round you, and your head on my breast, and—oh, Gladys, I want——"

She had sprung from her chair, as she saw signs that I proposed to demonstrate some of my wants. "You've spoiled everything, Ned," she said. "It's all so beautiful and natural until this kind of thing comes in! It is such a pity! Why can't you control yourself?"

"I didn't invent it," I pleaded. "It's nature. It's love."

"Well, perhaps if both love, it may be different. I have never felt it."

"But you must—you, with your beauty, with your soul! Oh, Gladys, you were made for love! You must love!"

"One must wait till it comes[2q]."

"But why can't you love me, Gladys? Is it my appearance, or what?"

She did unbend a little. She put forward a hand—such a gracious, stooping attitude it was—and she pressed back my head. Then she looked into my upturned face with a very wistful smile.

"No it isn't that," she said at last. "You're not a conceited boy by nature, and so I can safely tell you it is not that. It's deeper."

"My character?"

She nodded severely.

"What can I do to mend it? Do sit down and talk it over. No, really, I won't if you'll only sit down!"

She looked at me with a wondering distrust which was much more to my mind than her whole-hearted confidence. How primitive and bestial it looks when you put it down in black and white!—and perhaps after all it is only a feeling peculiar to myself. Anyhow, she sat down.

"Now tell me what's amiss with me?"

"I'm in love with somebody else," said she.

It was my turn to jump out of my chair.

"It's nobody in particular," she explained, laughing at the expression of my face: "only an ideal. I've never met the kind of man I mean."

"Tell me about him. What does he look like?"

"Oh, he might look very much like you."

"How dear of you to say that! Well, what is it that he does that I don't do? Just say the word,—teetotal, vegetarian, aeronaut, theosophist, superman. I'll have a try at it, Gladys, if you will only give me an idea what would please you."

She laughed at the elasticity of my character. "Well, in the first place, I don't think my ideal would speak like that," said she. "He would be a harder, sterner man, not so ready to adapt himself to a silly girl's whim. But, above all, he must be a man who could do, who could act, who could look Death in the face and have no fear of him, a man of great deeds and strange experiences. It is never a man that I should love, but always the glories he had won; for they would be reflected upon me. Think of Richard Burton[4]! When I read his wife's life of him I could so understand her love! And Lady Stanley! Did you ever read the wonderful last chapter of that book about her husband? These are the sort of men that a woman could worship with all her soul, and yet be the greater, not the less, on account of her love, honored by all the world as the inspirer of noble deeds."

She looked so beautiful in her enthusiasm that I nearly brought down the whole level of the interview. I gripped myself hard, and went on with the argument.

"We can't all be Stanleys and Burtons," said I; "besides, we don't get the chance,—at least, I never had the chance. If I did, I should try to take it."

"But chances are all around you. It is the mark of the kind of man I mean that he makes his own chances. You can't hold him back. I've never met him, and yet I seem to know him so well. There are heroisms all round us waiting to be done[1q]. It's for men to do them, and for women to reserve their love as a reward for such men. Look at that young Frenchman who went up last week in a balloon. It was blowing a gale of wind; but because he was announced to go he insisted on starting. The wind blew him fifteen hundred miles in twenty-four hours, and he fell in the middle of Russia. That was the kind of man I mean. Think of the woman he loved, and how other women must have envied her! That's what I should like to be,—envied for my man."

"I'd have done it to please you."

"But you shouldn't do it merely to please me. You should do it because you can't help yourself, because it's natural to you, because the man in you is crying out for heroic expression. Now, when you described the Wigan coal explosion last month, could you not have gone down and helped those people, in spite of the choke-damp?"

"I did."

"You never said so."

"There was nothing worth bucking about."

"I didn't know." She looked at me with rather more interest. "That was brave of you."

"I had to. If you want to write good copy, you must be where the things are."

"What a prosaic motive! It seems to take all the romance out of it. But, still, whatever your motive, I am glad that you went down that mine." She gave me her hand; but with such sweetness and dignity that I could only stoop and kiss it. "I dare say I am merely a foolish woman with a young girl's fancies. And yet it is so real with me, so entirely part of my very self, that I cannot help acting upon it. If I marry, I do want to marry a famous man!"

"Why should you not?" I cried. "It is women like you who brace men up. Give me a chance, and see if I will take it! Besides, as you say, men ought to MAKE their own chances, and not wait until they are given. Look at Clive—just a clerk, and he conquered India[5]! By George! I'll do something in the world yet!"

She laughed at my sudden Irish effervescence. "Why not?" she said. "You have everything a man could have,—youth, health, strength, education, energy. I was sorry you spoke. And now I am glad—so glad—if it wakens these thoughts in you!"

"And if I do——"

Her dear hand rested like warm velvet upon my lips. "Not another word, Sir! You should have been at the office for evening duty half an hour ago; only I hadn't the heart to remind you. Some day, perhaps, when you have won your place in the world, we shall talk it over again."

And so it was that I found myself that foggy November evening pursuing the Camberwell tram with my heart glowing within me, and with the eager determination that not another day should elapse before I should find some deed which was worthy of my lady. But who—who in all this wide world could ever have imagined the incredible shape which that deed was to take, or the strange steps by which I was led to the doing of it?

And, after all, this opening chapter will seem to the reader to have nothing to do with my narrative; and yet there would have been no narrative without it, for it is only when a man goes out into the world with the thought that there are heroisms all round him, and with the desire all alive in his heart to follow any which may come within sight of him, that he breaks away as I did from the life he knows, and ventures forth into the wonderful mystic twilight land where lie the great adventures and the great rewards. Behold me, then, at the office of the Daily Gazette, on the staff of which I was a most insignificant unit, with the settled determination that very night, if possible, to find the quest which should be worthy of my Gladys! Was it hardness, was it selfishness, that she should ask me to risk my life for her own glorification? Such thoughts may come to middle age; but never to ardent three-and-twenty in the fever of his first love.


CHAPTER II

"Try Your Luck with Professor Challenger"
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I always liked McArdle, the crabbed, old, round-backed, red-headed news editor, and I rather hoped that he liked me. Of course, Beaumont was the real boss; but he lived in the rarefied atmosphere of some Olympian height from which he could distinguish nothing smaller than an international crisis or a split in the Cabinet. Sometimes we saw him passing in lonely majesty to his inner sanctum, with his eyes staring vaguely and his mind hovering over the Balkans or the Persian Gulf. He was above and beyond us. But McArdle was his first lieutenant, and it was he that we knew. The old man nodded as I entered the room, and he pushed his spectacles far up on his bald forehead.

"Well, Mr. Malone, from all I hear, you seem to be doing very well," said he in his kindly Scotch accent.

I thanked him.

"The colliery explosion was excellent. So was the Southwark fire. You have the true descreeptive touch. What did you want to see me about?"

"To ask a favor."

He looked alarmed, and his eyes shunned mine. "Tut, tut! What is it?"

"Do you think, Sir, that you could possibly send me on some mission for the paper? I would do my best to put it through and get you some good copy."

"What sort of meesion had you in your mind, Mr. Malone?"

"Well, Sir, anything that had adventure and danger in it. I really would do my very best. The more difficult it was, the better it would suit me."

"You seem very anxious to lose your life."

"To justify my life, Sir."

"Dear me, Mr. Malone, this is very—very exalted. I'm afraid the day for this sort of thing is rather past. The expense of the 'special meesion' business hardly justifies the result, and, of course, in any case it would only be an experienced man with a name that would command public confidence who would get such an order. The big blank spaces in the map are all being filled in, and there's no room for romance anywhere. Wait a bit, though!" he added, with a sudden smile upon his face. "Talking of the blank spaces of the map gives me an idea. What about exposing a fraud—a modern Munchausen—and making him rideeculous? You could show him up as the liar that he is! Eh, man, it would be fine. How does it appeal to you?"

"Anything—anywhere—I care nothing."

McArdle was plunged in thought for some minutes.

"I wonder whether you could get on friendly—or at least on talking terms with the fellow," he said, at last. "You seem to have a sort of genius for establishing relations with people—seempathy, I suppose, or animal magnetism, or youthful vitality, or something. I am conscious of it myself."

"You are very good, sir."

"So why should you not try your luck with Professor Challenger, of Enmore Park?"

I dare say I looked a little startled.

"Challenger!" I cried. "Professor Challenger, the famous zoologist! Wasn't he the man who broke the skull of Blundell, of the Telegraph?"

The news editor smiled grimly.

"Do you mind? Didn't you say it was adventures you were after?"

"It is all in the way of business, sir," I answered.

"Exactly. I don't suppose he can always be so violent as that. I'm thinking that Blundell got him at the wrong moment, maybe, or in the wrong fashion. You may have better luck, or more tact in handling him. There's something in your line there, I am sure, and the Gazette should work it."

"I really know nothing about him," said I. "I only remember his name in connection with the police-court proceedings, for striking Blundell."

"I have a few notes for your guidance, Mr. Malone. I've had my eye on the Professor for some little time." He took a paper from a drawer. "Here is a summary of his record. I give it you briefly:—

"'Challenger, George Edward. Born: Largs, N. B., 1863. Educ.: Largs Academy; Edinburgh University. British Museum Assistant, 1892. Assistant-Keeper of Comparative Anthropology Department, 1893. Resigned after acrimonious correspondence same year. Winner of Crayston Medal for Zoological Research. Foreign Member of'—well, quite a lot of things, about two inches of small type—'Societe Belge, American Academy of Sciences, La Plata, etc., etc. Ex-President Palaeontological Society. Section H, British Association'—so on, so on!—'Publications: "Some Observations Upon a Series of Kalmuck Skulls"; "Outlines of Vertebrate Evolution"; and numerous papers, including "The underlying fallacy of Weissmannism[6]," which caused heated discussion at the Zoological Congress of Vienna. Recreations: Walking, Alpine climbing. Address: Enmore Park, Kensington, W.'

"There, take it with you. I've nothing more for you to-night."

I pocketed the slip of paper.

"One moment, sir," I said, as I realized that it was a pink bald head, and not a red face, which was fronting me. "I am not very clear yet why I am to interview this gentleman. What has he done?"

The face flashed back again.

"Went to South America on a solitary expedeetion two years ago. Came back last year. Had undoubtedly been to South America, but refused to say exactly where. Began to tell his adventures in a vague way, but somebody started to pick holes, and he just shut up like an oyster. Something wonderful happened—or the man's a champion liar, which is the more probable supposeetion. Had some damaged photographs, said to be fakes. Got so touchy that he assaults anyone who asks questions, and heaves reporters down the stairs. In my opinion he's just a homicidal megalomaniac with a turn for science. That's your man, Mr. Malone. Now, off you run, and see what you can make of him. You're big enough to look after yourself. Anyway, you are all safe. Employers' Liability Act, you know."

A grinning red face turned once more into a pink oval, fringed with gingery fluff; the interview was at an end.

I walked across to the Savage Club, but instead of turning into it I leaned upon the railings of Adelphi Terrace and gazed thoughtfully for a long time at the brown, oily river. I can always think most sanely and clearly in the open air. I took out the list of Professor Challenger's exploits, and I read it over under the electric lamp. Then I had what I can only regard as an inspiration. As a Pressman, I felt sure from what I had been told that I could never hope to get into touch with this cantankerous Professor. But these recriminations, twice mentioned in his skeleton biography, could only mean that he was a fanatic in science. Was there not an exposed margin there upon which he might be accessible? I would try.

I entered the club. It was just after eleven, and the big room was fairly full, though the rush had not yet set in. I noticed a tall, thin, angular man seated in an arm-chair by the fire. He turned as I drew my chair up to him. It was the man of all others whom I should have chosen—Tarp Henry, of the staff of Nature, a thin, dry, leathery creature, who was full, to those who knew him, of kindly humanity. I plunged instantly into my subject.

"What do you know of Professor Challenger?"

"Challenger?" He gathered his brows in scientific disapproval. "Challenger was the man who came with some cock-and-bull story from South America."

"What story?"

"Oh, it was rank nonsense about some queer animals he had discovered. I believe he has retracted since. Anyhow, he has suppressed it all. He gave an interview to Reuter's, and there was such a howl that he saw it wouldn't do. It was a discreditable business. There were one or two folk who were inclined to take him seriously, but he soon choked them off."

"How?"

"Well, by his insufferable rudeness and impossible behavior. There was poor old Wadley, of the Zoological Institute. Wadley sent a message: 'The President of the Zoological Institute presents his








































CHAPTER III

"He is a Perfectly Impossible Person"
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CHAPTER IV

"It's Just the very Biggest Thing in the World"
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