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CHAPTER I.


	 


	The Nellie, a yawl, was at anchor. It was gently swinging; the sails were almost sleeping. There were no waves. The breeze embraced the ship lovingly. Since it was in the very middle of the river, it could not easily reach the shore and had therefore to wait for the high tide.


	 


	The sea reach of the Thames stretched before us; it looked like an endless waterway. Opalescent vapors linked the sea with the sky. The suntanned sails of the barges, which were drifting downstream, seemed to be bound to a forest of spars that were gleaming under an evanescent sun. The mist shrouded the lower banks, which disappeared in the distance. Dark fumes were devouring Gravesend. Farther back, the heart of the biggest and greatest city on earth palpitated dolefully.


	 


	The director of the company was our captain and our host. The four of us were looking at his back while he was examining the sea from the bow. This scene was so nautical. He resembled a pilot, a person whom the seamen regard as the embodiment of trustworthiness. It was difficult to understand that his work was not out there in the gleaming estuary but behind him, in the threatening gloom.


	 


	We all shared the same love for the sea. This enabled us to stand long periods of separation and made us tolerate the past and believes of the crew. The lawyer, a nice chap, had, because of his age and virtues, the only cushion on the deck and the only blanket too. The accountant had brought a domino set; he was trying to build a house with the ivory pieces. Marlow sat cross-legged at the end of the boat; he leaned his back against the mizzenmast. He had sunken cheeks, a yellow complexion, and a rigid posture. His stiffness made him resemble a statue. The director, satisfied with the mooring, walked along the ship’s rail and sat down among us. We talked for a while, then we fell silent. For some reason or other, we did not play dominoes. We were lost in thought. Our eyes were staring placidly at the exquisite brilliance of the sunset. The water scintillated gently. The ethereal sky was pierced by glowing arrows. The mist over the Essex marshes was like a shiny gauzy fabric hanging from the wooded hills; its diaphanous folds shrouded the lower banks. The west gloom that was slowly eating the scenery turned purplish: the presence of the sun angered it.


	 


	At last, the sun reached the end of its daily stroll. The glowing sphere removed its reddish beams and plunged into the burning water of its chastity, as if it wanted to hide from the gloomy gazes of a group of men.


	 


	Something suddenly happened: the serenity faded. The peaceful old river that served the people who inhabited its banks started to spread out nervously the canal which led to the antipodes. We all looked at the venerable stream and remembered our glorious predecessors. It is easy for a sailor who has been crossing the oceans for years to feel the great spirit of the past when he looks at the Thames. The tidal current keeps on mixing memories of ships and men it has sent home or to the fury of the water. It knew and served famous seafarers, like Francis Drake and John Franklin, and many other knights errant. It carried away ships whose names are sparkling diamonds that bring back memories: the Golden Hind, returning with its big belly full of treasures, and the Erebus and Terror, which were bound to discover other territories and never came back. It was acquainted with those ships and men. Those adventurers and settlers were from Deptford, Greenwich, Erith: they were not the crème de la crème but gold-seekers and fame hunters. They had already sailed on that river, bearing a sword or a torch; they were the messengers of the inland might, Vestal Virgins gazing at the sacred fire lovingly. The wildest dreams of man were born on those shores. Hadn’t the Thames begotten the greatest empire on earth?


	 


	The sun disappeared; dusk shrouded the river; small lights began to appear along the shore. The Chapman lighthouse, a three-legged iron spider erected on a mudflat, started to blink. Luminous ships were dancing in the distance. Farther west, on the hills, the spot where stood the megalopolis emitted a lurid light that threatened the stars.


	 


	‘And this also’, said Marlow suddenly, ‘was one of the darkest places on earth.’


	 


	He was the only one among us who was a real sailor. The worst that could be said about him was that he did not look the part. He was a seaman and a wanderer, whereas most seamen lead, dare I say it, a sedentary life. Their minds are moored to their homes, the ship, and their country: the sea. Ships look alike; the sea remains the same. In the immutability of their surroundings, the far-off shores, the foreign faces and the shadowy immensity of life pass, veiled not by a sense of mystery but by disdainful ignorance, for a seafarer doesn’t find anything mysterious, except the sea, his unpredictable mistress. For the rest, a stroll or a shopping spree on shore, after his work, enables him to understand a whole continent and discover what he should ignore. Sea stories are crystal clear: you hardly need to open the walnut to know the end. As for Marlow, the meaning of an episode was not in the shell but outside. It enveloped the tale like a halo that reveals the truth thanks to the awareness of the observer.


	 


	His remark was not surprising at all, since he always spoke in that fashion. It was accepted in silence. No one dared to grunt. Then he said:


	 


	‘I was thinking of ancient times, when the Romans first came here, nineteen hundred years ago. The other day... I saw light on the surface of the Thames. You say knights? Yes, but it was like a flame going through a plain quickly, like a flash of lightning in the clouds. We live in twilight… may it last as long as the Earth keeps spinning! But there was not a speck of light yesterday. Imagine what would feel the commander of a fine -what’s the name?- trireme, who would head north, sail his boat along Gaul,  and bark at his legionaries, who were skillful people who, according to what I read, used to build coliseums in a month or two. Imagine him here, at the very end of the world, on a sea of lead, under a grey sky, on a ship almost as rigid as barbwire and that goes upstream, looking at the stores, the buildings, or whatever. Sandbanks, marshes, forests, starvation, and nothing to drink but the barbaric water of the Thames. There is no Falernian wine here, and you cannot go ashore. Sometimes you can see a military camp lost in the very middle of nowhere, some snow, the fog, a tempest, diseases, solitude and death, death skulking in the air, in the water, and under the bushes. Many Romans must have died there… He did it, he did it very well, no doubt, and without thinking much about it, except afterwards, when he boasted about what he had suffered. His men were courageous enough to face the darkness. Perhaps he was cheered by a possible promotion that would have made him become the admiral of the fleet of Ravenna, if he had had good friends in Rome and had survived the awful climate of Britannia. Picture a young citizen wearing a toga, following a prefect, a tax collector or a merchant in order to earn his living. He disembarks in a swamp, walks through forests, and feels as if he were besieged by savagery: the mysterious, frightening sounds which turn wildlife into the fearful echo of wild men’s hearts. There is no initiation into those mysteries. He has to live in the midst of the unknown, which is unpleasant. Moreover, he is fascinated by abominations: regrets, his desire to escape or surrender, disgust, and hatred.’


	 


	He paused.


	 


	‘I guess’, he went on, raising his arms and turning his hands outward, which, together with his legs crossed, made him look like a European Buddha, ‘that none of us would feel exactly like this. What saves us is efficiency… the devotion to efficiency. But those people were not important, really. They were not colonists; their administration was hardly visible. They were conquerors, violent men who defeated weak enemies, nothing to be proud of. They took what they found, stole and killed mercilessly. When you look back on the history of mankind, you soon understand that the conquest of the world was just a theft committed by men who stole the land from people who had a different complexion or a flatter nose than theirs… Ideas will redeem the world, great ideas, strong beliefs to follow and revere, not sentimental excuses...’


	 


	He broke off. Multicolored flames were bouncing on the surface of the water. The restlessness of the big city reflected off the sleepless river. We looked up. There was nothing else to do but wait for the end of the flood. After a long silence, he said hesitantly: ‘Folks, I suppose that you remember that I once sailed on this river.’ At that very moment, we knew that we were about to hear one of Marlow's dull stories.


	 


	‘I don't want to bore you with my adventures’, said he, which meant that most storytellers are bad since, most of the time, they don’t pay attention to what their audience would like to hear, ‘however, so that you may understand the Thames, you must know how I went upstream and found the place where I met the poor fellow. It was a far-off destination, the most enthralling moment of my trip. It enlightened me. It was somber… pitiful, too… extraordinarily ordinary... not very clear. No, not very clear. However, it enlightened me.’


	 


	As you remember, I had just returned to London after a long period of time spent in the Far East… six years or so! I loafed around; I bothered you; I invaded your homes as if God had ordered me to civilize you. At the beginning, it was fine, but, after a while,  it became annoying. I thus began to look for a ship… What an idea! To be a sailor is such a dangerous job. Anyway, the ships did not even look at me. I lost interest in that game too.


	 


	When I was a little boy, I loved geography. I used to look for hours at maps of South America, Africa, and Australia; I pictured myself being a fearless explorer. At that time, there were many blank spaces on the Earth; when I saw one that was particularly alluring, I set my finger on it and said: ‘Someday I will go there.’ I remember that he North Pole was one of those destinations. Well, I haven't been there yet, and I won’t try to go there now, for it is not very glamorous. Other places stood near the equator. I visited some of them, and, well, … I won't talk about that. But there was one yet… the biggest one,  a gigantic one that mesmerized me.


	 


	Back then, it was not a blank space anymore: there were rivers, lakes, and names. Even though it was not a terra incognita, it was still a place of darkness. The map showed a big river; it resembled an immense snake with its head in the sea, its body undulating over a vast territory, and its tail lost in the depths of the forest. I saw the map in a shop window: I was like a silly little bird in front of a rattlesnake. I remember that there was a big problem: a company which operated along the river. I thought that they had steamboats, and I wanted to be in charge of one of them. I went down Fleet Street; I kept on thinking of the river: the snake had bewitched me.


	 


	That company was a continental issue… Most of my friends live on the continent because it's cheap and not as horrible as it looks, according to them.


	 


	I worried them. This was a fresh start for me. You see, I never behaved that way. I used to manage on my own. I wouldn't have believed it, but, then… you see… I wanted to go there by hook or by crook. So, I worried them. The men said to me: ‘My dear fellow’; but they did not help me. So, I tried with the women. Can you believe it? I, Charles Marlow, asked women to get me a job! My aunt, an enthusiastic soul, wrote: “It will be fine. I will do all I can to help you. It is a very good idea. I know the wife of an influential politician.” She was determined to move heaven and earth to enable me to become the skipper of a steamboat.
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