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‘Unbearably thrilling and romantic … full of Verne’s gentle humour’ Daily Mail

Professor Aronnax embarks on an expedition to hunt down and destroy a menacing sea monster. However, he discovers that the beast is metal – it is a giant submarine called the Nautilus built by the renegade scientist Captain Nemo. So begins an underwater adventure that takes them from the South Pole to the submerged lost city of Atlantis.
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Jules Verne was born on February 8, 1828, in the city of Nantes, France. He is best known for his novels A Journey to the Centre of the Earth, Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, The Mysterious Island and Around the World in 80 Days. Verne is often referred to as the ‘Father of science fiction’ because he wrote about space, air and underwater travel before aeroplanes, spacecrafts and submarines were invented. He died in 1905.
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Professor Aronnax Is Invited to Join a Monster-Hunt

In the year 1867 I had been on an expedition to collect plants and animals in the bad lands of Nebraska in North America. I was a professor in the Paris Museum of Natural History. While I was in New York, on my way home to France, a mysterious accident happened to the Cunard liner Scotia. She was steaming along peacefully in mid-Atlantic, when she was suddenly struck by something sharp, and the stokers rushed up on deck shouting that the ship was sinking. A hole about two yards wide was found in her side, and as it was impossible to stop such a large leak, she had to limp home to Liverpool with her paddles half under water. They got her into dry dock, and the engineers could hardly believe their eyes when they found a triangular hole in the armour-plating, so neat that it might have been bored by machinery.

All New York was buzzing with the story, which was indeed only the latest of a great number of strange happenings which had been going on at sea for nearly a year. Ships had told of meeting ‘an enormous thing’ in the sea, a long, cigar-shaped object, shining in the dark, very much larger and faster than a whale. Some of the crews were certainly going too far when they said it was a mile wide and three miles long, yet it was clear that the strange being was very much larger than any kind of whale known to man. One captain thought he had come across an unknown reef off the coast of Australia, and just as he was getting ready to mark its position on his chart, he saw two spouts of water shooting up a hundred and fifty feet into the air. This made him think that it was a huge whale, spouting through its blowholes. Other ships saw the same sort of thing, and the strangest part of it all was that the monster was sighted at widely distant parts of the ocean with only a few days’ time between, which meant that it must be able to move with terrific speed.

Newspapers all over the world started printing stories about the monster, and talked of sea serpents and other strange beasts. And it was not only the newspapermen who were excited, but the professors and men of science. They agreed in the end that the thing could not be a floating reef or island, since it moved so quickly, but could only be either an enormous whale, or else a very powerful submarine. This last idea was most disturbing, because only the government of a country could possibly be rich and powerful enough to build such a machine secretly. But enquiries were made in England, France, Russia, Prussia, Spain, Italy, America, and even in Turkey, and all the governments said that they knew nothing about such a vessel, so the idea of a submarine had to be given up.

When I arrived in New York, several people asked me what I thought about it all. I had written a book called The Mysteries of the Great Depths of the Sea, so they thought I ought to know something about the matter. In the end, I wrote a story for the New York Herald, saying that in my view, the monster must be an enormous narwhal, or sea-unicorn, which is a creature of the whale family with a long tusk as hard as steel sticking out from its snout. Although we have never heard of a narwhal longer than about sixty feet, and this one appeared to be about three hundred feet long, it might perhaps be a creature left over from an early age of the world. We know that there were once huge land animals, very much larger than modern elephants, so why not also sea-monsters?

My newspaper article was considered very good, but in the meantime people all over the world were becoming seriously frightened. All shipwrecks which had no known cause were put down to the work of the creature, and there was a general outcry to rid the seas of the terrible beast.

The Americans were the first in the field, and they decided to send out an expedition to hunt down the monster. A fast frigate of the American Navy, the Abraham Lincoln, was put in commission, under the orders of Commander Farragut, who hastened to fit her out with arms and ammunition. Then, when the ship was ready, they did not know where to send her, as nothing had been heard of the animal for two months. Suddenly there was a report that it had just been seen in the North Pacific, and the ship was ordered to sail within twenty-four hours. All was made ready, she was stocked with food and coal, and the crew were signed on.

Three hours before she sailed, a page boy came to me in my hotel.

‘Professor Aronnax? Letter for you, sir.’

I took the letter. It was from the Secretary of the United States Navy, and invited me to join the expedition.
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My Man Counsel

Before the letter came, I had no more idea of hunting the monster than of flying to the moon, but as soon as I had read it, that was the only thing in the world I wanted to do. I had been longing to get back home, to see my country and my people again, to say nothing of my little flat in the Zoo and my beloved collections. But the letter put all that out of my head, and I accepted the invitation without another thought.

‘Anyway,’ I said to myself, ‘perhaps we may be lucky enough to capture the animal in the European seas, and then I shall be able to take back at least half a yard of its ivory tusk for the Museum.’ It would certainly be a long way round, to set out for France by way of the North Pacific.

‘Counsel!’ I cried impatiently.

Counsel was my servant, a brave Fleming and my devoted friend. He followed me on all my journeys, a good, quiet, regular fellow who was never surprised at anything. He was very clever with his hands, and ready to turn them to anything, and, in spite of his name, never giving any counsel whatever. He knew a great deal about plants and animals from books, but very little from real life. He had been with me for ten years, and would follow me to China or the Congo without turning a hair. He had only one fault, and that was that he was so extremely polite that it sometimes got on my nerves. He would never speak to me directly – for instance, he would never say, ‘Shall I come with you?’ but always, ‘Does the master wish me to come with him?’

‘Counsel!’ I shouted again, and started packing wildly. If it had been an ordinary journey, I should never have dreamed of asking him if he wanted to come with me, but this was a desperate enterprise, in chase of a monster which could upset a frigate as easily as a walnut shell, and I wanted to know what he thought about it. Counsel came in.

‘Did the master call?’

‘Yes, my boy. Pack our things, we’re leaving in two hours!’

‘As the master pleases,’ he replied calmly.

‘Not a second to lose! Stuff everything into my trunk, all my travelling things, and as many coats, shirts and socks as you can get in, quick!’

‘And the master’s collections?’ said Counsel.

‘We’ll see about them later.’

‘What! All the master’s beautiful stuffed animals!’

‘We can leave them at the hotel.’

‘And the master’s opossum?’

‘They’ll feed it for us. Anyway, I shall get them to send all our animals home to France.’

‘Then we’re not going back to Paris?’ asked Counsel.

‘Why, yes, of course …’ I answered, ‘but we shall be making a sort of a loop.’

‘Whatever loop the master pleases.’

‘Oh, it won’t be much! Not quite straight home, that’s all. We’re sailing in the Abraham Lincoln.’

‘As it suits the master.’

‘Well, you know what it is, Counsel, we’re going to chase the monster! A glorious adventure – dangerous too! These monsters are rather tricky. But we’re going! We’ve got a fine Captain!’

‘I will do as the master does,’ said Counsel.

‘Now, are you quite sure you want to come? We may never come back, you know.’

‘As the master pleases.’

The trunks were packed with lightning speed, I paid my bill, arranged for the collections to be sent to Paris and for the opossum to be looked after, then we jumped into a cab and were whirled through the streets of New York to the docks. When we arrived, we could see two great columns of black smoke coming from the funnels of the Abraham Lincoln.

We dashed on board. There I was introduced to Commander Farragut, who shook hands and welcomed me.

I had a comfortable cabin in the after part of the ship.

‘We shall be very snug here,’ I said to Counsel.

‘As snug as a hermit-crab in a borrowed shell,’ said he.

I left him unpacking our trunks, and went up on deck. I found the sailors just casting off the last moorings, so that if we had arrived only ten minutes later I should have missed that extraordinary, strange and improbable adventure which many people will hardly believe, even when I tell the true story.

The frigate moved down the river towards the sea, and the crowds on the banks gave us a fine send-off, cheering and waving their handkerchiefs. Then the ship passed between the forts, which fired a volley in salute from their biggest guns, and the Abraham Lincoln replied by hoisting the Stars and Stripes three times. At last the shores of America grew faint in the distance, and we were steaming at full speed through the dark waters of the Atlantic.
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Ned Land the Harpooner

As soon as we were in the open sea, we began to keep a watch for the monster, though we were not yet in the Pacific. Commander Farragut offered a reward of two thousand dollars for the first man, cabin-boy, sailor or officer, who should catch sight of it. We all spent long hours in the rigging, scanning the sea. Only Counsel remained calm, and did not share in the general excitement.

The ship was fitted with all possible tackle for catching whales, from the simple harpoon thrown by hand to the latest kind of harpoon-gun. But best of all, she had in her crew Ned Land, the king of harpooners.

Ned Land was a Canadian, a very cool and cunning whaler. He was over six feet tall, and powerfully built, a grave and reserved man, but he could be very violent when provoked. He was worth the rest of the crew put together, for the keenness of his eyes and the strength of his arms. He came from Quebec, which used to belong to France, and as I was a Frenchman he came to be fond of me, and forgetting his usual silence he would tell me tales of his adventures with whales in the polar seas.

One fine evening, three weeks after the beginning of our voyage, I was sitting with Ned Land on the quarter-deck. We were drawing near to the Magellan Straits, and within a week we would be in the Pacific. We were looking out over the sea, talking of one thing and another, and I wanted to know what he thought about the monster. It seemed that he did not believe in it at all.

‘Why ever not, Ned?’ I asked him. ‘You’re a whaler, why don’t you believe in this enormous whale?’

‘It’s just because I am a whaler, Professor Aronnax,’ answered Ned. ‘It’s just because I do know something about whales that I can’t believe this story. I’ve hunted hundreds of whales, I’ve harpooned a good few, I’ve killed quite a number, but I still can’t believe there is such a thing as a whale that could make a hole in an armour-plated ship.’

‘But, Ned, I’ve heard of whales making holes right through ships.’

‘Wooden ships, perhaps, though I’ve never seen it. It can’t be a whale. Perhaps a giant squid?’

‘Not a squid, Ned. Their flesh isn’t hard enough.’ I went on for a long time, trying to make him admit that the creature must be a giant whale, but he stuck to his opinion that no whale of any kind could pierce an iron-clad ship, so in the end we left it at that.
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The Monster at Last!

One day we came up with some American whale-boats, near the Falkland Islands, but they had not seen our animal. The captain of one of these boats, knowing that Ned Land was on board, asked for his help in hunting a whale they had in sight. Commander Farragut, wishing to see Ned at work, willingly let him go, and he had the good fortune to strike two whales. After this, no one had any doubts who would be the victor if the narwhal should come within range of Ned’s harpoon.

The frigate had made great speed down the coast of South America, and at last we rounded Cape Horn. We were in the Pacific!

‘Keep your eyes skinned, boys!’ shouted the men. Eyes were glued to telescopes, and took no rest. Perhaps they were rather dazzled by the hope of the two thousand dollars reward. Day and night the sailors scanned the sea. And I too, although the bait of the money did not tempt me, spent nearly all my time on deck, caring for neither sun nor shower, taking only a few minutes off for my meals, a few hours for sleep. How many times were we wildly excited for a false alarm, when someone caught sight of the black back of a whale above the waves! The whole crew swarmed up on deck, and I looked till I could hardly see, while Counsel said to me calmly,

‘If the master did not strain his eyes with looking, he would see much better.’

Ned Land still refused to believe in the creature, he did not even bother to look at the sea, except during his watch. The stubborn Canadian spent eight hours out of twelve reading or sleeping in his cabin. This annoyed me, because he had such powerful sight that he could have been a great help.

‘Bah!’ said he, ‘there’s nothing to see, Mr Aronnax, or if there is some creature, what chance have we of ever sighting it? They say it’s been seen in the Pacific, but, from all accounts, this narwhal isn’t one to moulder for long in the same quarters. Here today, gone tomorrow, that’s our beast, if there is such a thing.’

On July 27th, we crossed the Equator, and the frigate headed west, towards the China seas. This was the area where the creature had last been seen, and excitement on board rose to fever pitch. The crew neither ate nor slept, and twenty times a day our hopes were raised by the cry of the look-out in the crow’s nest who thought he had seen the beast.

After all these false alarms the crew lost heart in the end. For three months they had watched the deserted seas, and had caught never a glimpse of anything out of the ordinary. They wanted to give up and go home. At last they put it to Commander Farragut, who agreed that if the monster had not been sighted within three days he would put the helm about and return to America.

Two days passed, and everything possible was done to attract the creature, if it should happen to be in those waters. Huge sides of bacon were trailed after the ship, to the great delight of the sharks. Night was falling, next day the Commander would keep his promise and return. I was leaning over the side, with Counsel beside me, and the men were still watching the water through the growing darkness. For the first time, I thought, Counsel seemed to be sharing in the general excitement.

‘Well, Counsel,’ I said, ‘here’s your last chance of pocketing two thousand dollars.’

‘I hope the master realises,’ said he, ‘that I have never set my heart on any reward, and that the United States Government would never be the poorer for me.’

‘You’re quite right, Counsel. What a stupid affair, after all, so much excitement for nothing. We might have been back in France, six months ago …’

‘In the master’s little flat in the Museum,’ he answered; ‘and the collections would be arranged, and the master’s opossum would be in his cage in the Zoo, drawing great crowds!’

‘As you say, Counsel, and of course I suppose everyone will laugh at us!’

‘Certainly,’ he went on calmly, ‘I think they will laugh at the master. And … should I go on?’

‘Go on, Counsel.’

‘Well, the master will only get what he deserves!’

‘Really!’

‘When a gentleman has the honour to be a professor like the master, he should not do things that will make people …’

Counsel had no time to finish. A voice rang out of the silence. It was Ned Land.

‘Ahoy there!’ he cried, ‘the Thing! On our weather beam!’
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The Chase

At this cry, the whole ship’s company rushed towards Ned Land – the Commander, officers, petty officers, sailors, cabin-boys – even the engineers left their engines and the stokers their fires. The engines were stopped, and the ship drifted. By then the darkness was complete, and I wondered how the Canadian could have seen anything, however good his eyes were. My heart was beating wildly.

But Ned had made no mistake, and we could all see the thing he was pointing at. Two cables from the Abraham Lincoln, on her starboard beam, the sea seemed to be lit up from below. The monster was lying several fathoms under the surface of the water, and threw out an intense and brilliant light. This was in the shape of an enormously long and very narrow oval, much brighter in the middle and getting fainter towards the ends.

‘It’s nothing but a luminous stretch of the sea,’ said one of the officers.

‘No, sir,’ I exclaimed, ‘it’s far too bright for that, it’s some sort of electric light. And look! it’s moving! it’s coming towards us!’ There was a general cry.

‘Quiet there!’ said Commander Farragut. ‘Up with the helm! Engines hard astern!’ A man rushed to the wheel, the engineers to the engines. The ship moved astern in a half circle.

‘Starboard the helm! Full speed ahead!’ cried the Commander. The frigate moved quickly from the light – that is, she tried to move away, but the strange animal
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