















Praise for H. G. WELLS


“Wells almost rivals Swift.” —Spectator (U.K.)


“Wells is less a man of letters than a literature.”


—JORGE LUIS BORGES, author of Ficciones, Labyrinths, and The Aleph


“Thinking people are in some sense Wells’s own creation. . . . The minds of us all, and therefore the physical world, would be perceptibly different if Wells had never existed.”


—GEORGE ORWELL, author of 1984 and Animal Farm


“I have the highest respect for Wells’s imaginative genius.”


—JULES VERNE, author of Twenty Thousand Leagues under the Sea, From the Earth to the Moon, and A Journey to the Center of the Earth


“Still fresh and enjoyable. . . . Wells’s scientific romances were not youthful aberrations or escapist fantasies, but works of art with unique relevance for our times. . . . He believed—though not blindly—that men were capable of improvement and might one day build sane and peaceful societies on all the worlds that lay within their reach. We need this faith now, as never before, in the history of our species.”


—ARTHUR C. CLARKE, honorary vice president of the H. G. WELLS SOCIETY, and author of 2001: A Space Odyssey


“Wells contrives to give over humanity into the clutches of the Impossible and yet manages to keep it down (or up) to its humanity, to its flesh, blood, sorrow, folly.”


—JOSEPH CONRAD, author of Heart of Darkness


Wells’s greatest gift was his ability to range widely through this world, inventing characters whose actions mirror the enormous social anxiety and who each represent a class caught in flux. . . . Wells’s efforts seem touchingly brave and might serve as a model for those who want to expand, once more, the province of the novel.”


—ANDREA BARRETT, National Book Award-winning author of The Voyage of the Narwhal and Ship Fever


“I personally consider the greatest of English living writers to be H. G. Wells.”


—UPTON SINCLAIR, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of The Jungle and Mental Radio


“[Wells’s novels] achieve a near poetry which makes them part of the popular mythology of their age. . . . The best of his work has a vitality, a verve, an imaginative compulsion unsurpassed by any of his contemporaries.”


—N. C. NICHOLSON, author of H. G. Wells
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Introduction


For the first half of the twentieth century H. G. Wells was a tremendously popular fiction writer, an influential thinker, and a widely heeded voice of insight and rationality. George Orwell’s remark that Wells was too sane to be of much help in the dark years of the late 1930s follows his acknowledgment that for young people at the time Wells had been the most important writer in the first twenty years of the century. The comment also implies that it is in relation to Wells that one can calibrate the crises in modern history. Wells’s opinions on biology, on the novel, on politics, on sexuality startled and made people rethink their ideas.


As the works included here should amply demonstrate, Wells’s fiction renders with complexity, intelligence, and flair crucial modern situations. At the most obvious, he engages increasingly serious issues of technology and the possibilities of the future. He is an important Darwinian. He may be the greatest English utopianist. He has few rivals as a comic writer. Finally—though this is a quality that is seldom acknowledged as a virtue—he brings to the level of art the experience and understanding of the lower classes. Only Dickens is his match in this respect. Put these virtues together and you have an art full of the richness we associate with the great realist novels, enlivened by an ironic intelligence of the first order, and engaged on important subjects even when most fanciful.


♦


Wells lived an extraordinarily full life whose early parts are especially important for an understanding of his angle of vision and as a measure of his accomplishment. By all rights, given his class origins, his parents’ vision, and his upbringing, he should have frittered his life away as a clerk who might rise to middle-level manager. He is, in a very special sense, a “self-made man,” not in the usual American sense of amassing a fortune for himself (though he did that, too), but in the sense that through intelligence and will he fashioned a poor, small, sickly boy into a figure of worldwide intellectual influence.


Sarah Wells’s dream was to establish her son’s secure future by apprenticing him as a draper’s assistant in a department store. Sarah herself was the head domestic servant at Up Park, a large country house which, though it offered the young Wells a good library, also, especially with its tunnel from the kitchen to the main house, came to symbolize for him oppression and inefficiency. Sarah Wells soon got H. G. a place in an emporium, and when he was dismissed after a brief tenure she pulled all the strings at her disposal to get him another place. This one he endured for two years. He finally insisted against both his parents’ wishes that he be allowed to go to school, and an arrangement was established with Horace Byatt, who ran a school for boys, that Wells, a very bright boy, could attend as an assistant teacher. Byatt and he developed a scheme whereby Wells would teach himself a subject by cramming from textbooks, then take a national exam on the subject, and by doing exceptionally well earn scholarship money for the school. Both parties benefited: Byatt financially, and Wells by obtaining an education, and even more, by teaching himself that he could get along by using his mind.


♦


This period of intellectual scramble paid off when Wells earned a scholarship to the Normal School of Science in South Kensington, the technical college recently established as the model for a new kind of scientific education by T. H. Huxley, from the beginning the greatest defender of Darwin’s theory of evolution. During his first year Wells studied biology under Huxley himself, and much later in his Experiment in Autobiography he would call it “the most educational year of my life.” The next two years were less exciting, and Wells’s academic work declined—in part due to poorer teachers (Huxley would be a hard act to follow), and in part due to an understandable burnout. Wells managed to get a degree, but he left the college doubting that he wanted a career in science. For the next few years he made a living tutoring medical students in biology, and his very first book was a textbook on the subject.


Biology was not Wells’s only interest during this period, however. He also began writing imaginative fiction for the college literary magazine, and the very first beginning draft of The Time Machine was published in The Science Schools Journal in 1888 as “The Chronic Argonauts.” He also fell in love with his cousin, Isabel, and in 1891 he married her and set up a house in which they lived with her mother. In 1894, after an affair with a former student, Amy Catherine Robbins, Wells divorced Isabel and married Miss Robbins, whom he always called “Jane.” The marriage lasted until Jane’s death in 1928, and, despite Wells’s fame and his promiscuity, she maintained a comfortable and stable household on which he much depended.


♦


During this early period Wells cobbled together a living with teaching and writing. Although in poor health and overworked, he nevertheless published a number of articles on science, especially on Darwinism, put out a steady stream of literary reviews, and developed his own comic voice in witty sketches. In the fall of 1894, at the encouragement of W. E. Henley, he again set to work on The Time Machine, which he published first serially and then as a book in 1895. It was greeted with great acclaim, and Wells’s life changed. Writing “for dear life,” he produced in the next five years the body of work that would establish the genre he called “the scientific romance”: The Island of Doctor Moreau (1896), The Invisible Man (1896), The War of the Worlds (1898), When the Sleeper Wakes (1899), The First Men in the Moon (1901), as well as three collections of short stories, most of which are in the imaginative-scientific mode that he was inventing. He also, it should be noted, found time to write, in addition to numerous articles and reviews, three other novels: The Wonderful Visit (1895), about an angel who accidentally comes to earth; The Wheels of Chance (1896), the comic story of a draper’s assistant on a cycling holiday; and the autobiographical Love and Mr. Lewisham (1900).


Wells’s restless imagination prevented his contenting himself with the success of a genre fiction writer. In 1901, with the publication of Anticipations of the Reaction of Mechanical and Scientific Progress upon Human Life and Thought, he opened up a new dimension of his talent. This vision of the world 100 years later—with detailed descriptions of vastly improved transportation, the growth of suburbs, and a new generosity of mind arising from the emancipation from hard labor—earned him a second reputation as a forecaster. The book is often cited as the first such work in the forecasting genre. On the basis of this book Beatrice and Sidney Webb, the leaders of The Fabian Society, chose to pursue his acquaintance, and for the next six years he was an active and influential—and disruptive—member of the Society. The possibility of actually guiding social change led to a new direction in Wells’s work. He began to write Socialist tracts, such as Mankind in the Making (1903), New Worlds for Old (1908), and the brilliant pamphlet “This Misery of Boots” (1907). In addition, he increasingly indulged his utopian proclivities, not only in A Modern Utopia (1905), but in novels like The Food of the Gods (1904) and In the Days of the Comet (1906), which start from a familiar scientific romance or social narrative but culminate in a wholly new world.


♦


In 1908 Wells outraged the Fabian society by engaging in a love affair with Amber Reeves, a Cambridge student and daughter of two members of the Society. The affair was, in one respect, a consequence of ideas about what used to be called “free love” that Wells had begun to preach in A Modern Utopia and In the Days of the Comet. From this time forth Wells became promiscuous, and, with the agreement of Jane, he often kept another house. When the young Rebecca West wrote a dismissive review of Wells’s 1911 novel, Marriage, they became acquainted, fell rapturously in love, soon had a son (Anthony West, who became a novelist in his own right and wrote an admiring memoir about his father), and stayed together for ten years. The breakup, when it finally came in 1922, was acrimonious.


Wells’s life was a long one: after the breakup with West he still had twenty-four productive years ahead. He lived long enough to hear of the defeat of fascism and the dropping of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima. In the 1920s and 1930s he devoted himself increasingly to a massive educational project, a “Bible of Civilization.” The Outline of History (1920), The Science of Life (1930), and The Work, Wealth and Happiness of Mankind (1931), the last two written in collaboration, were huge encyclopedic works intended to offer the common reader insight into areas of thought that are important for thinking through the possibilities of the future. Although he continued to write fiction steadily, he was recognized in those last decades less as a novelist than as a public intellectual of worldwide reputation and many interests. As totalitarian censorship and persecution became more prevalent, Wells served as international president of the PEN club. In 1939, as discussion of the establishment of the United Nations began, he served as the first chairman of the commission that eventually, under the chairmanship of Lord Stankey, issued “The Declaration of Human Rights.” In the early 1940s he wrote polemical articles about the state of Europe and the war, but by 1945 he had lost some crucial element of energy and optimism. Mind at the End of Its Tether, Wells’s last book, despairs about the future.


Wells’s poor and unpromising origins give him an ideological perspective rare in English literature. He combines a cynicism about the world that he inhabits, a social anger that expresses itself in visions of apocalypse, a strong and unself-pitying ethic of work and its rewards, and a utopian dream of a better situation. His successful escape from the drudgery that his mother had planned for him, his scientific training, and his audacious sense that a mind can solve even the most seemingly intractable problem give him a special and original repertory of devices and expectations. Finally, what is often called his “bumptiousness,” a quality of cheerful aggressiveness, is both a resource for him and a handicap that he has to overcome. In class-conscious England he will always have to struggle to assure himself and the world that he is a legitimate resident of the sophisticated and generally aristocratic world of “literature.” One of his greatest literary accomplishments is his ability to use style to enter that otherwise unattainable literary social space without entirely sacrificing the painful and disruptive ideological understanding that he earned via his upbringing.


A paradoxical advantage of a lower-class background is an ability to take a comic view of the poor and the oppressed without demeaning them the way a more privileged perspective might. Wells puts this comedy to intellectual use. In The Wheels of Chance, the novel that he wrote immediately after The Time Machine, he performs a magnificent comedy about class difference. Comedy permits Wells to look squarely at the outrageous irrationality of human behavior in the world and render it calmly and in detail. The spottily educated working man confronting the larger worlds of politics and wealth becomes a favorite device. Comedy even gives Wells a realistic and ironic perspective on the basis of his own deepest and most earnest political positions. Under the comic gaze, the rationality that inspires the utopian visions is itself revealed as foolishly ambitious, and humanity is displayed as inadequate to the promise of a utopian technology. From the provincial selfishness and distrust that thwart Griffen’s ambitions (themselves revealed to be ruthlessly selfish) in The Invisible Man, to the ignorance and incompetence of Mr. and Mrs. Skinner, who let loose the Food of the Gods, the complacent pretensions of human reason are subjected to a withering inspection by Wells’s comic spirit.


♦


Wells is always ready to destroy the world. In stories of devastating assault, he is as much on the side of the attackers as that of besieged humanity. As he said to a friend while writing The War of the Worlds, “I’m doing the dearest little serial for Pearson’s new magazine in which I completely wreck and sack Woking—killing my neighbours in painful and eccentric ways—then proceed via Kingston and Richmond to London, which I sack, selecting South Kensington for feats of peculiar atrocity” (Mackenzie 113). He would talk of “my Martians.” If Wells humiliates the anarchist in “The Stolen Bacillus,” it is not before he has depicted—in the voice of the scientist it should be noted—the terrible destruction the bacillus could cause. It is remarkable how many of his tales end with disaster even when there is the possibility of a happy ending. “The Country of the Blind,” in the original version that is included here, ends with Nunez dying among the mountains.


Wells appreciated the apocalyptic implications of evolutionary theory and its devastating rebuke to the complacent and self-satisfied pride of pious middle-class Britain. Huxley, in his important series of lectures in 1893, “Evolution and Ethics,” directed in part against the “social Darwinists” who found in the concept of “survival of the fittest” a justification for capitalism, had argued that evolutionary theory could not be used for ethical justifications. In the early 1890s, in some of his first publications, Wells pushed the idea that evolution was neither ethical nor necessarily progressive. Evolution does not favor the human species, and retrogression is always possible. As the Time Traveler memorably put it, “we are kept keen on the grindstone of pain and necessity,” a doctrine that warns that success may jeopardize any species’ long-term survival.


Huxley’s sense that ethical behavior is an act of moral choice and will—independent of the biological process—led Wells to find moral positions that flew in the face of the evolutionary reality. To be human in the fullest sense would come to mean for him to exercise sympathies that bridge the divisions among competing species. Time and again, in the early work especially, one finds his protagonists put into an evolutionary conflict and at the moment of crisis generously understanding the other creature. The most stunning and paradoxical of such moments occurs in The Island of Doctor Moreau when Prendick confronts the leopard man who has reverted to carnivore:


I saw the creature we were hunting. I halted. He was crouched together into the smallest possible compass, his luminous green eyes turned over his shoulder regarding me.


It may seem a strange contradiction in me—I cannot explain the fact—but now, seeing the creature there in a perfectly animal attitude, with the light gleaming in its eyes, and its imperfectly human face distorted with terror, I realized again the fact of its humanity.


In another moment other of its pursuers would see it, and it would be overpowered and captured, to experience once more the horrible tortures of the enclosure. Abruptly I slipped out my revolver, aimed between his terror-struck eyes and fired.


“The fact of its humanity” strikes Prendick just when he sees its “perfectly animal attitude” and its “luminous green eyes.” It is an extraordinary, terrible moment, when the bond between them is recognized across the profound gap of species difference, and yet the only “humane” act possible is to kill the beast man.


In view of the dark quality of Wells’s imagination and his readiness to unleash destruction, we may be all the more struck with his seemingly optimistic resolutions to some other dire and unresolvable crises. When at the end of The War of the Worlds the Martians die off because of ecological factors, the author is instructing his readers about the complexity of what “the fittest” means in the Darwinian vision of nature. Then there are the many tales which envision a happier world, commonly in the form of a utopian change—the rationality of “larger” humans in The Food of the Gods, the global “sanity” at the end of In the Days of the Comet—or a pastoral escape, as in The History of Mr. Polly.


♦


Wells is fascinated with the pleasures of fiction, that is, of deception. The fraudulent Taxidermist in “The Triumphs of a Taxidermist” speaks of the “pure joy . . . to a real artist” that artificial creation inspires:


“I have created birds,” he said in a low voice. “New birds. Improvements. Like no birds that was ever seen before.”


He resumed his attitude during an impressive silence.


“Enrich the universe; rath-er. Some of the birds I made were new kinds of humming birds, and very beautiful little things, but some of them were simply rum. The rummest, I think, was the Anomalopteryx Jejuna. Jejunus-a-um-empty—so called because there was really nothing in it; a thoroughly empty bird—except for stuffing. Old Javvers has the thing now, and I suppose he is almost as proud of it as I am. It is a masterpiece, Bellows. It has all the silly clumsiness of your pelican, all the solemn want of dignity of your parrot, all the gaunt ungainliness of a flamingo, with all the extravagant chromatic conflict of a mandarin duck. Such a bird. I made it out of the skeletons of a stork and a toucan and a job lot of feathers. Taxidermy of that kind is just pure joy, Bellows, to a real artist in the art.”


The “art” of the fiction writer is like that of the taxidermist whom Wells depicts in this early story. Each creates an illusion of a new reality out of random pieces of a more familiar reality. And, like his taxidermist, the con-man writer takes pleasure in the deception with no concern for the moral implications of the lie. The name of the narrator whom the taxidermist addresses, “Bellows,” contains an anagram of “Wells.” And Bellows may be no more trustworthy than the taxidermist. He closes the very brief story with words that cause us further doubt: “The note about the New Zealand bird certainly appeared in a morning paper of unblemished reputation, for the Taxidermist keeps a copy and has shown it to me.” Can we trust a forger’s newspaper? Or even can we trust Bellows himself when he claims to have seen the clipping? We can imagine much, and we can trust nothing.


This double motion—brilliant invention coupled with deep suspicion—appears often in the early work. In “Æpornis Island” a man with the suggestive name “Butcher” tells how he killed the last representative of a now extinct species of bird and how he begrudges the fact that he does not get credit for an ornithological and archeological discovery. Early in the story, however, we are given reasons to suspect Butcher’s narrative as self-serving. Sent to a remote island with two native assistants to collect fossils, Butcher exhibits classic signs of colonialist condescension towards his helpers, and when one, claiming to have been bitten by a centipede, drops and breaks a valuable fossil egg, Butcher “hit him about rather” (10). Later, when he finds the helper dead, “all puffed up and purple,” he concludes off-handedly that the native had told the truth and was the victim of “some snake, scorpion, or centipede unknown” (264). The subtle language here rings of evasion: by gratuitously adding the snake and scorpion to the centipede, Butcher implies that there is something mysterious about the death, even as he reveals the plain truth that the assistant had actually been badly stung—just as he claimed. Clearly, Butcher is a man of slippery conscience.


♦


But Wells does not leave us simply with a story of racist offense. After another egg hatches and produces a huge chick, Butcher befriends it in its early stages, lives companionably with it for a couple of years, affectionately names it “Friday,” and imagines “how [he] could make a living out of him by showing him about” (14). Only when as an adult Æpornis the bird becomes dangerous—he “was then about fourteen feet high to the bill of him, with a big, broad head like the end of pickaxe” (15)—does Butcher in self-defense kill him. And then a remarkable thing happens: Butcher, after begrudging the bird’s power over “me a human being—heir of the ages and all that” (15), regrets his act. “I felt like a murderer” (16). Although he was unable to feel any bond with his native assistants, now “I felt exactly as if he [i.e. the Æpornis] was human. As it was, I couldn’t think of eating him, so I put him in the lagoon, and the little fishes picked him clean. I didn’t even save the feathers” (16). It is hard to imagine the man who thoughtlessly murders natives having such feelings or forgoing the profit that the feathers might have brought, but it is the very implausibility that may signal that Butcher is here telling the truth. But then again, we should be cautious: such an appeal to our own sensitivities may be the con-man artist’s best tactic for persuading us of a tall tale’s actuality. We should always remember that the narrator sees the Time Traveler as untrustworthy, and many of the men who know him consider his tale “a gaudy lie.” The point is not that the Time Traveler is a liar. It is that Wells delights in the undecided and the ambiguous, in the situations in which we, the readers, must stay on our toes.


One dimension of this complex style is brilliant satire that retains traces of utopian ideas and hopes. The voice that we hear in the last sections of The First Men in the Moon, when Cavor interviews the Grand Lunar, is fraught with satiric edge, but unlike Swift’s it also plays with the possibilities of the bizarre world being juxtaposed to our own. Consider the following majestic passage toward the end of Cavor’s description of the lunar society in which “every citizen knows his place. He is born to that place, and the elaborate discipline of training and education and surgery he undergoes fits him at last so completely to it that he has neither ideas nor organs for any purpose beyond it” (161):


[Cavor reports,] “The making of these various sorts of operative must be a very curious and interesting process. I am still much in the dark about it, but quite recently I came upon a number of young Selenites, confined in jars from which only the forelimbs protruded, who were being compressed to become machine-minders of a special sort. The extended ‘hand’ in this highly developed system of technical education is stimulated by irritants and nourished by injection while the rest of the body is starved. Phi-oo [Cavor’s informant], unless I misunderstood him, explained that in the earlier stages these queer little creatures are apt to display signs of suffering in their various cramped situations, but they easily become indurated to their lot; and he took me on to where a number of flexible-limbed messengers were being drawn out and broken in. It is quite unreasonable, I know, but these glimpses of the educational methods of these beings have affected me disagreeably. I hope, however, that may pass off and I may be able to see more of this aspect of this wonderful social order. That wretched-looking hand sticking out of its jar seemed to appeal for lost possibilities; it haunts me still, although, of course, it is really in the end a far more humane proceeding than our earthly method of leaving children to grow into human beings, and then making machines of them.” (163)


Startlingly different tonalities play against each other here: the cool recitation of this “curious and interesting process,” the pathos of the little Selenite’s conditioning, the disturbingly incompatible languages—”being drawn out and broken in” as “educational methods”—Cavor’s effort to overcome his natural revulsion and admire “this wonderful social order,” and finally the wrenching refocusing at the end when this terrible conditioning is understood as benign compared to the horrors of laissez faire industrialism. Profound questions that will plague the twentieth century—of sociological and cultural objectivity, of intuition and reason, of controlled and free economies—are all raised in strong articulation in this amazing passage.


♦


If Wells is an author who thinks through fiction, however, he is also one attuned to the sheer pleasure that fiction can provide. He is a great descriptive artist. Again and again in the most fanciful invention, he startles us with precise detail. Even after an idea is established, he will continue to think about it and discover new implications, as in The Invisible Man when we discover how vulnerable this supposedly superior man is to such elemental dangers as broken glass and cold. In natural descriptions he takes pleasure in word painting, as in the elegant and symbolic sunsets in War of the Worlds. Nowhere is Wells’s descriptive talent put to more impressive use than in the scenes in The Time Machine when the Time Traveler moves farthest into the future and finds the desolate beach, the dying sun, and the last feeble (though still threatening) signs of life. Before everything else, H. G. Wells is a brilliant storyteller. If he has an eye for small details that make implausible things believable and an ear for the tricks of language that make characters real, then he has a talent for plots that have clear shape, with startling beginnings, developed middles, and meaningful ending.


Between 1924 and 1928 Wells himself published a collected edition of his work in twenty-four volumes, “The Atlantic Edition.” It was limited to 1,670 copies and is generally to be found only in well-stocked libraries. In recent years scholarly editions of some of the early novels (The Time Machine, The War of the Worlds, The Island of Doctor Moreau) have begun to appear, and a good number of the social novels are occasionally reprinted in paperback. Unfortunately, these last tend to go out of print fairly quickly, and one must be alert to find them. The exception is Tono-Bungay, which has been reprinted more often than the other social novels. Wells himself described his career and the goals of his work in An Experiment in Autobiography (1934). Long after his death, a supplementary manuscript describing some of his love affairs was published by his son, G. P. Wells, under the title H. G. Wells in Love (1985). In the first decades after his death, Wells’s letters to Henry James, Arnold Bennett, and George Gissing were published in separate volumes, and The Collected Letters of H. G. Wells, edited by David Smith, was published in 1992.


I have selected the texts for this anthology with an eye to quality and to what I see as the central issues and styles of Wells. In the case of such a prolific and varied artist, there is danger of dispersal and dilution. I have therefore confined the selection strictly to fiction. I have also narrowed this selection by limiting it to work Wells published in the first decade and a half of his writing career. Later Wells is a fascinating area, but only to readers who already have a sense of what early Wells is about. If I have emphasized the scientific romances, it is with a sense of how it leads into social novels like Tono-Bungay and The History of Mr. Polly—for which in his own time Wells was scandalously famous. Some of the volatile issues engaged in these novels have lost their urgency, but these novels continue to resonate with lively ideas and charged anger. Finally, because Wells was an important novelist and this part of his work is often hardest to find in print, I have included one complete novel, and lengthy selections of two others—all of which move beyond the scientific romance. I regret that space limits prevent giving the whole of The Time Machine or of Tono-Bungay, this last an extraordinary work that deserves much more attention than it gets.


Wells was an amazingly enlightened man, but he could not escape certain conventions and prejudices of his age. I have chosen not to bowdlerize or edit the texts to rid them of occasional moments that modern readers may find offensive. As often as not, as I argue above and in the prefaces to each piece, Wells himself would share our sense of outrage, and we underestimate the quality of his art if we too easily ascribe all the attitudes expressed by characters in these works to Wells himself.


—JOHN HUNTINGTON


MARCH 2003


___________


Editor’s note: ***** indicates text deleted for this volume.





Chronology


Wells lived an amazingly active and full life, and it would be impossible to do it justice in a schematic chronology. In what follows, I have noted the major changes and events in his life, the publication of the novels included in this Reader, and a few other defining publications.














	1866

	Wells is born on September 21 to Sarah and Joseph Wells, she a servant in Atlas House; Bromley, he a semiprofessional cricket player and later owner of a small, not very successful shop.






	1872

	Wells attends Bromley Academy.






	1880

	Sarah Wells moves her family to Up Park, where she becomes housekeeper. Wells’s first apprenticeship as a draper with Rodgers and Denyer in Windsor lasts a month.






	1881

	Wells apprenticed at the Southsea Drapery Emporium in Southsea.






	1883

	By threatening suicide and by running away, Wells convinces his mother to let him give up the apprenticeship and to work as an assistant master at Horace Byatt’s Midhurst School.






	1884

	Wells enters the Normal School of Science in South Kensington. In the first year he studies biology under T. H. Huxley.






	1888

	“The Chronic Astronauts,” the first version of The Time Machine, published in The Science Schools Journal.






	1891

	Wells marries his cousin, Isabel.






	1894

	Wells separates from Isabel to live with Amy Catherine Robbins, whom he always calls “Jane.”






	1895

	Wells marries Jane. The marriage lasts until her death in 1928. They move to Woking and over the next few years Wells becomes friends with Arnold Bennett, George Gissing, Henry James, Joseph Conrad, Stephen Crane, and Ford Maddox Heuffer (later Ford). The Time Machine; The Stolen Bacillus and Other Incidents is published.






	1896

	
The Wheels of Chance; The Island of Doctor Moreau is published.






	1897

	
The Invisible Man; The Plattner Story and Others is published.






	1898

	Wells and Jane visit Rome. War of the Worlds is published.






	1899

	
When the Sleeper Wakes; Tales of Space and Time is published.






	
1900


	Wells commissions Spade House at Sandgatge in Kent. Love and Mr. Lewisham is published.






	1901

	Wells and Jane’s first son, “Gip,” is born. The First Men in the Moon; Anticipations of the Reaction of Mechanical and Scientific Progress upon Human Life and Thought is published.






	1902

	
The Discovery of the Future is published.






	1903

	Wells and Jane’s second son, Frank, is born. Wells joins Fabian Society. Mankind in the Making is published.






	1904

	
The Food of the Gods is published.






	1905

	
A Modern Utopia; Kipps is published.






	1906

	Wells begins fight for control of the Fabian Society. He tours the United States, where he meets with Theodore Roosevelt. In the Days of the Comet is published.






	1908

	Wells begins his affair with Amber Reeves. The War in the Air; New Worlds for Old; First and Last Things is published.
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Tono-Bungay; Ann Veronica is published.






	1910

	Wells ends the affair with Amber Reeves. The History of Mr. Polly
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	The Country of the Blind and Other Stories; The New Machiavelli
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	Wells meets Rebecca West after she reviews Marriage. They begin a ten-year affair.
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The Passionate Friends is published.
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	Wells and Rebecca’s son, Anthony West, is born.






	1920

	Wells meets with Lenin. The Outline of History is published.






	1928

	Jane dies.
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The Science of Life: A Summary of Contemporary Knowledge about Life and Its Possibilities, written in collaboration with Gip Wells and Julian Huxley, T. H. Huxley’s grandson, is published.






	 

	
The Work, Wealth and Happiness of Mankind is published.






	 

	Wells meets with Stalin. Experiment in Autobiography: Discoveries and Conclusions of a Very Ordinary Brain–Since 1866 is published.
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The Rights of Man, or What Are We Fighting For? is published.






	1941

	
Mind at the End of Its Tether is published.






	1945
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“The Stolen Bacillus” (1894)


“The Stolen Bacillus” is the lead story of Wells’s first collection of stories. At the story’s center is the comic scene of the scientist chasing the anarchist, who has stolen what he thinks is a test-tube of deadly cholera bacteria, while the scientist’s wife, Minnie, offended at her husband’s state of undress (“running about London—in the height of the season too—in his socks”) chases him. As Wells imagines a tremendous terror threatening modern civilization, he also cannot help but observe the triviality of that civilization’s conventions. The story is typical of Wells for the way it unifies the strongly discrepant tonalities of comedy and tragedy, of convention and science, of triumph and defeat.


“This again,” said the Bacteriologist, slipping a glass slide under the microscope, “is a preparation of the celebrated Bacillus of cholera—the cholera germ.”


The pale-faced man peered down the microscope. He was evidently not accustomed to that kind of thing, and held a limp white hand over his disengaged eye. “I see very little,” he said.


“Touch this screw,” said the Bacteriologist; “perhaps the microscope is out of focus for you. Eyes vary so much. Just the fraction of a turn this way or that.”


“Ah! now I see,” said the visitor. “Not so very much to see after all. Little streaks and shred of pink. And yet those little particles, those mere atomies, might multiply and devastate a city! Wonderful!”


He stood up, and releasing the glass slip from the microscope, held it in his hand towards the window. “Scarcely visible,” he said scrutinizing the preparation. He hesitated. “Are these—alive? Are they dangerous now?”


“Those have been stained and killed,” said the Bacteriologist. “I wish, for my own part, we could kill and stain every one of them in the universe.”


“I suppose,” the pale man said with a slight smile, “that you scarcely care to have such things about you in the living—in the active state?”


“On the contrary, we are obliged to,” said the Bacteriologist. “Here, for instance—” He walked across the room and took up one of several sealed tubes. “Here is the living thing. This is a cultivation of the actual living disease bacteria.” He hesitated. “Bottled cholera, so to speak.”


A slight gleam of satisfaction appeared momentarily in the face of the pale man. “It’s a deadly thing to have in your possession,” he said, devouring the little tube with his eyes. The Bacteriologist watched the morbid pleasure in his visitor’s expression. This man, who had visited him that afternoon with a note of introduction from an old friend, interested him from the very contrast of their dispositions. The lank black hair and deep grey eyes, the haggard expression and nervous manner, the fitful yet keen interest of his visitor were a novel change from the phlegmatic deliberations of the ordinary scientific worker with whom the Bacteriologist chiefly associated. It was perhaps natural, with a hearer evidently so impressionable to the lethal nature of his topic, to take the most effective aspect of the matter.


He held the tube in his hand thoughtfully. “Yes, here is the pestilence imprisoned. Only break such a little tube as this into a supply of drinking-water, say to these minute particles of life that one must needs stain and examine with the highest powers of the microscope even to see, and that one can neither smell nor taste—say to them, ‘Go forth, increase and multiply, and replenish the cisterns,’ and death—mysterious, untraceable death, death swift and terrible, death full of pain and indignity—would be released upon this city, and go hither and thither seeking his victims. Here he would take the husband from the wife, here the child from its mother, here the statesman from his duty, and here the toiler from his trouble. He would follow the water-mains, creeping along streets, picking out and punishing a house here a house there where they did not boil their drinking-water, creeping into the wells of the mineral-water makers, getting washed into salad, and lying dormant in ices. He would wait ready to be drunk in the hose-troughs, and by unwary children in the public fountains. He would soak into the soil, to reappear in springs and wells at a thousand unexpected places. Once start him at the water supply, and before we could ring him in, and catch him again, he would have decimated the metropolis.”


He stopped abruptly. He had been told rhetoric was his weakness.


“But he is quite safe here, you know—quite safe.”


The pale-faced man nodded. His eyes hone. He cleared his throat. “These Anarchist—rascals,” said he, “are fools, blind fools—to use bombs when this kind of thing is attainable. I think—”


A gentle rap, a mere light touch of the finger-nails was heard at the door. The Bacteriologist opened it. “Just a minute, dear” whispered his wife.


When he re-entered his laboratory his visitor was looking at his watch. “I had no idea I had wasted an hour of your time,” he said. “Twelve minutes to four. I ought to have left here by half-past three. But your things were really too interesting. No, positively I cannot stop a moment longer. I have an engagement at four.”


He passed out of the room reiterating his thanks, and the Bacteriologist accompanied him to the door, and then returned thoughtfully along the passage to his laboratory. He was musing on the ethnology of his visitor. Certainly the man was not a Teutonic type nor a common Latin one. “A morbid product, anyhow, I am afraid,” said the Bacteriologist to himself. “How he gleamed on those cultivations of disease-germs!” A disturbing thought struck him. He turned to the bench by the vapor-bath, and then very quickly to his writing-table. Then he felt hastily in his pockets, and then rushed to the door. “I may have put it down on the hall table,” he said.


“Minnie!” he shouted hoarsely in the hall.


“Yes, dear,” came a remote voice.


“Had I anything in my hand when I spoke to you, dear, just now?”


Pause.


“Nothing, dear, because I remember—”


“Blue ruin!” cried the Bacteriologist, and incontinently ran to the front door and down the steps of his house to the street.


Minnie, hearing the door slam violently, ran in alarm to the window. Down the street a slender man was getting into a cab. The Bacteriologist, hatless, and in his carpet slippers, was running and gesticulating wildly towards this group. One slipper came off, but he did not wait for it. “He has gone mad!” said Minnie; “it’s that horrid science of his”; and, opening the window, would have called after him. The slender man, suddenly glancing round, seemed struck with the same idea of mental disorder. He pointed hastily to the Bacteriologist, said something to the cabman, the apron of the cab slammed, the whip swished, the horses’ feet clattered, and in a moment cab, and Bacteriologist hotly in pursuit, had receded up the vista of the roadway and disappeared round the corner.


Minnie remained straining out of the window for a minute. Then she drew her head back into the room again. She was dumbfounded. “Of course he is eccentric,” she meditated. “But running about London—in the height of the season, too—in his socks!” A happy thought struck her. She hastily put her bonnet on, seized his shoes, went into the hall, took down his hat and light overcoat from the pegs, emerged upon the doorstep, and hailed a cab that opportunely crawled by. “Drive me up the road and round Havenlock Crescent, and see if we can find a gentleman running about in a velveteen coat and no hat.”


“Velveteen coat, ma’am and no ‘at. Very good, ma’am.” And the cabman whipped up at once in the most matter-of-fact way, as if he drove to this address every day in his life.


Some few minutes later the little group of cabmen and loafers that collects round the cabmen’s shelter at Haverstock Hill were startled by the passing of a cab with a ginger-colored screw of a horse, driven furiously.


They were silent as it went by, and then as it receded—”That’s ‘Arry ‘Icks. Wot’s he got?” said the stout gentleman known as Old Tootles.


“He’s a-using his whip, he is, to rights,” said the ostler boy.


“Hullo!” said poor old Tommy Byles; “here’s another bloomin’ lunatic. Blowed if there ain’t.”


“It’s old George,” said old Tootles, “and he’s driving a lunatic, as you say. Ain’t he a-clawin’ out of the keb? Wonder if he’s after ‘Arry ‘Icks?”


The ground round the cabmen’s shelter became animated. Chorus: “Got it, George!” “It’s a race.” “You’ll ketch ’em!” “Whip up!”


“She’s a goer, she is!” said the ostler boy.


“Strike me giddy!” cried old Tootles. “Here! I’m a-goin’ to begin in a minute. Here’s another comin’. If all the kebs in Hampstead ain’t gone mad this morning!”


“It’s a fieldmale this time,” said the ostler boy.


“She’s a followin’ him,” said old Tootles. “Usually the other way about.”


“What’s she got in her ‘and?”


“Looks like a ‘igh ‘at.”


“What a bloomin’ lark it is! Three to one on old George,” said the ostler boy. “Necst!”


Minnie went by in a perfect roar of applause. She did not like it but she felt that she was doing her duty, and whirled on down Haverstock Hill and Camden Town High Street with her eyes ever intent on the animated back view of old George, who was driving her vagrant husband so incomprehensively away from her.


The man in the foremost cab sat crouched in the corner, his arms tightly folded, and the little tube that contained such vast possibilities of destruction gripped in his hand. His mood was a singular mixture of fear and exultation. Chiefly he was afraid of being caught before he could accomplish his purpose, but behind this was a vaguer but larger fear of the awfulness of his crime. But his exultation far exceeded his fear. No Anarchist before him had ever approached this conception of his. Ravachole, Vaillant, all those distinguished persons whose fame he had envied dwindled into insignificance beside him. He had only to make sure of the water supply, and break the little tube into a reservoir. How brilliantly he had planned it, forged the letter of introduction and got into the laboratory, and how brilliantly he had seized his opportunity! The world should hear of him at last. All those people who had sneered at him, neglected him, preferred other people to him, found his company undesirable, should consider him at last. Death, death, death! They had always treated him as a man of no importance. All the world had been in a conspiracy to keep him under. He would teach them yet what it is to isolate a man. What was this familiar street? Great Saint Andrew’s Street, of course! How fared the chase? He craned out of the cab. The Bacteriologist was scarcely fifty yards behind. That was bad. He would be caught and stopped yet. He felt in his pocket for money, and found half-a-sovereign. This he thrust up through the trap in the top of the cab into the man’s face. “More,” he shouted, “if only we get away.”


The money was snatched out of his hand. “Right you are,” said the cabman, and the trap slammed, and the lash lay along the glistening side of the horse. The cab swayed, and the Anarchist, half-standing under the trap, put the hand containing the little glass tube upon the apron to preserve his balance. He felt the brittle thing crack, and the broken half of it rang upon the floor of the cab. He fell back into the seat with a curse, and stared dismally at the two or three drops of moisture on the apron.


He shuddered.


“Well! I suppose I shall be the first. Phew! Anyhow, I shall be a Martyr. That’s something. But it is a filthy death, nevertheless. I wonder if it hurts as much as they say.”


Presently a thought occurred to him—he groped between his feet. A little drop was still in the broken end of the tube, and he drank that to make sure. It was better to make sure. At any rate, he would not fail.


Then it dawned upon him that there was no further need to escape the Bacteriologist. In Wellington Street he told the cabman to stop, and got out. He slipped on the step, and his head felt queer. It was rapid stuff this cholera poison. He waved his cabman out of existence, so to speak, and stood on the pavement with his arm folded upon his breast awaiting the arrival of the Bacteriologist. There was something tragic in this pose. The sense of imminent death gave him a certain dignity. He greeted his pursuer with a defiant laughter.


“Vive l’Anarchie! You are too late, my friend. I have drunk it. The cholera is abroad!”


The Bacteriologist from his cab beamed curiously at him through his spectacles. “You have drunk it! An Anarchist! I see now.” He was about to say something more, and then checked himself. A smile hung in the corner of his mouth. He opened the apron of his cab as if to descend, at which the Anarchist waved him a dramatic farewell and strode off towards Waterloo Bridge, carefully jostling his infected body against as many people as possible. The Bacteriologist was so preoccupied with the vision of him that he scarcely manifested the slightest surprise at the appearance of Minnie upon the pavement with his hat and shoes and overcoat. “Very good of you to bring my things,” he said, and remained lost in contemplation of the receding figure of the Anarachist.


“You had better get in,” he said, still staring. Minnie felt absolutely convinced now that he was mad, and directed the cabman home on her own responsibility. “Put on my shoes? Certainly, dear,” said he, as the cab began to turn and hid the strutting black figure, now small in the distance, from his eyes. Then suddenly something grotesque struck him, and he laughed. Then he remarked, “It is really very serious, though.


“You see, that man came to my house to see me, and he is an Anarchist. No—don’t faint, or I cannot possibly tell you the rest. And I wanted to astonish him, not knowing he was an Anarchist, and took up a cultivation of that new species of Bacterium I was telling you of, that infest, and I like a fool, I said it was Asiatic cholera. And he ran away with it to poison the water of London, and he certainly might have made things look blue for this civilized city. And now he has swallowed it. Of course, I cannot say what will happen, but you know it turned that kitten blue, and the three puppies—in patches, and the sparrow—bright blue. But the bother is, I shall have all the trouble and expense of preparing some more.


“Put on my coat on this hot day! Why? Because we might meet Mrs. Jabber. My dear, Mrs. Jabber is not a draught. But why should I wear a coat on a hot day because of Mrs.—? Oh! Very well.”





“The Triumphs of a Taxidermist” (1894)


In “The Triumphs of a Taxidermist,” one of his very first published stories, Wells announces himself in simple and elegant terms: the Taxidermist, like the poor young man with a scientific degree but no profession, is a marginal and disreputable figure. He is an interloper, barely respectable in his shabby shop, his greasy clothes, and his leering, comic drunkenness. His pure joy in artistic fraud is at a deeper level a reveling in the success of his gamble about acceptance. He calls into question the legitimacy of the field he works in: “one of the genuine great auks was made by me.” He also represents a frightening picture of poverty and self-delusion, a future that, while it has its secret victories, is of depressing inconsequence. As one can tell from the Taxidermist’s response to untranscribed questions near the beginning, the outrageous and offensive claims about stuffing humans clearly alarm Bellows, the interviewer. Here Wells, while placing the Taxidermist outside all social decorum, at the same time intimates his own uneasiness about the morals and motives of such an art. It is a disturbing little vignette, full of dangerous possibilities and ambiguous to the very bottom.


Here are some of the secrets of taxidermy. They were told me by the Taxidermist in a mood of elation. He told me them in the time between the first glass of whisky and the fourth, when a man is no longer cautious and yet not drunk. We sat in his den together; his library it was, his sitting and his eating-room—separated by a bead curtain, so far as the sense of sight went, from the noisome den where he plied his trade.


He sat on a deck chair, and when he was not tapping refractory bits of coal with them, he kept his feet—on which he wore, after the manner of sandals, the holy relics of a pair of carpet slippers—out of the way upon the mantelpiece, among the glass eyes. And his trousers, by-the-by—though they have nothing to do with his triumphs—were a most horrible yellow plaid, such as they made when our fathers wore side-whiskers and there were crinolines in the land. Further, his hair was black, his face rosy, and his eye a fiery brown; and his coat was chiefly of grease upon a basis of velveteen. And his pipe had a bowl of china showing the Graces, and his spectacles were always askew, the left eye glaring naked, at you, small and penetrating; the right, seen through a glass darkly, magnified and mild. Thus his discourse ran: “There never was a man who could stuff like me, Bellows, never. I have stuffed elephants and I have stuffed moths, and the things have looked all the livelier and better for it. And I have stuffed human beings—chiefly amateur ornithologists. But I stuffed a nigger once.


“No, there is no law against it. I made him with all his fingers out, and used him as a hat-rack, but that fool Homersby got up a quarrel with him late one night and spoilt him. That was before your time. It is hard to get skins, or I would have another.


“Unpleasant? I don’t see it. Seems to me taxidermy is a promising third course to burial or cremation. You could keep all your dear ones by you. Bric-a-brac of that sort stuck about the house would be as good as most company and much less expensive. You might have them fitted up with clockwork to do things.


“Of course they would have to be varnished, but they need not shine more than lots of people do naturally. Old Manningtree’s bald head . . . Anyhow, you could talk to them without interruption. Even aunts. There is a great future before taxidermy, depend upon it. There is fossils again . . .”


He suddenly became silent.


“No, I don’t think I ought to tell you that.” He sucked at his pipe thoughtfully. “Thanks, yes. Not too much water.


“Of course, what I tell you now will go no further. You know I have made some dodos and a great auk? No! evidently you are an amateur at taxidermy. My dear fellow, half the great auks in the world are about as genuine as the handkerchief of Saint Veronica, as the Holy Coat of Treves. We make ’em of grebes’ feathers and the like. And the great auk’s eggs too!”


“Good heavens!”


“Yes, we make them out of fine porcelain. I tell you it is worth while. They fetch—one fetched £300 only the other day. That one was really genuine, I believe, but of course one is never certain. It is very fine work, and afterwards you have to get them dusty, for no one who owns one of these precious eggs has ever the temerity to clean the thing. That’s the beauty of the business. Even if they suspect an egg they do not like to examine it too closely. It’s such brittle capital at the best.


“You did not know that taxidermy rose to heights like that. My boy, it has risen higher. I have rivaled the hands of Nature herself. One of the genuine great auks”—his voice fell to a whisper—”one of the genuine great auks was made by me.”


“No. You must study ornithology, and find out which it is yourself. And what is more, I have been approached by a syndicate of dealers to stock one of the unexplored skerries to the north of Iceland with specimens. I may—some day. But I have another little thing in hand just now. Ever heard of the dinornis?


“It is one of those big birds recently extinct in New Zealand. ‘Moa’ is its common name, so called because extinct: there is no moa now. See? Well, they have got bones of it, and from some of the marshes even feathers and dried bits of skin. Now, I am going to—well, there is no need to make any bones about it—going to forge a complete stuffed moa. I know a chap out there who will pretend to make the find in a kind of antiseptic swamp, and say he stuffed it at once, as it threatened to fall to pieces. The feathers are peculiar, but I have got simply lovely way of dodging up singed bits of ostrich plume. Yes, that is the new smell you noticed. They can only discover the fraud with a microscope, and they will hardly care to pull a nice specimen to bits for that.


“In this way, you see, I give my little push in the advancement of science.”


“But all this is merely imitating Nature. I have done more than that in my time. I have—beaten her.”


He took his feet down from the mantel-board, and leant over confidentially towards me. “I have created birds,” he said in a low voice. “New birds. Improvements. Like no birds that was ever seen before.”


He resumed his attitude during an impressive silence.


“Enrich the universe; rath-er. Some of the birds I made were new kinds of humming birds, and very beautiful little things, but some of them were simply rum. The rummest, I think, was the Anomalopteryx Jejuna. Jejenus-a-um—empty—so called because there was really nothing in it; a thoroughly empty bird—except for stuffing. Old Javvers has the things now, and I suppose he is almost as proud of it as I am. It is a masterpiece, Bellows. It has all the silly clumsiness of your pelican, all the solemn want of dignity of your parrot, all the gaunt ungainliness of a flamingo, with all the extravagant chromatic conflict of a mandarin duck. Such a bird. I made it out of the skeletons of a stork and a toucan and a job lot of feathers. Taxidermy of that kind is just pure joy, Bellows, to a real artist in the art.


“How did I come to make it? Simple enough, as all great inventions are. One of those young genii who write us Science Notes in the papers got hold of a German pamphlet about the birds of New Zealand, and translated some of it by means of a dictionary and his mother-wit—he must have been one of a very large family with a small mother—and he got mixed between the living apteryx and the extinct anomalopteryx; talked about a bird five feet high, living in the jungles of the North Island, rare, shy, specimens difficult to obtain, and so on. Javvers, who even for a collector, is a miraculously ignorant man, read these paragraphs, and swore he would have the thing at an price. Raided the dealers with enquiries. It shows what a man can do by persistence—will-power. Here was a bird collector swearing he would have a specimen of a bird that did not exist, that never existed, and which for very shame of its own profane ungainliness, probably would not exist now if it could help itself. And he got it. He got it.


“Have some more whisky, Bellow?” said the Taxidermist, rousing himself from a transient contemplation of the mysteries of will-power and the collecting turn of mind. And, replenished, he proceeded to tell me of how he concocted a most attractive mermaid, and how an itinerant preacher, who could not get an audience because of it, smashed it because it was idolatry, or worse, at Buslem Wakes. But as the conversation of all the parties to this transaction, creator, would-be preserver, and destroyer, was uniformly unfit for publication, this cheerful incident must still remain unprinted.


The reader unacquainted with the dark ways of the collector may perhaps be incline to doubt my taxidermist, but so far as great auks’ eggs, and the bogus stuffed birds are concerned, I find that he has the confirmation of distinguished ornithological writers. And the note about the New Zealand bird certainly appeared in a morning paper of unblemished reputation, for the Taxidermist keeps a copy and has shown it to me.





“Æpyornis Island” (1894)


See the introduction for an extended analysis of “Æpornis Island.” Putting it next to “Triumphs of a Taxidermist,” we can see further Wells’s interest in the nearness of science and deception. He cannot help but admire the scam even as he teaches us to suspect it. Ornithology in particular—so important to Darwin’s invention of the theory of evolution and yet so traditionally the province of amateurs—is prone to such deceptions.


The man with the scarred face leant over the table and looked at my bundle.


“Orchids?” he asked.


“A few,” I said.


“Cypripediums,” he said.


“Chiefly,” said I.


“Anything new? I thought not. I did these islands twenty-five–twenty-seven years ago. If you find anything new here—well, it’s brand new. I didn’t leave much.”


“I’m not a collector,” said I.


“I was young then,” he went on. “Lord! How I used to fly round.” He seemed to take my measure. “I was in the East Indies two years and in Brazil seven. Then I went to Madagascar.”


“I know a few explorers by name,” I said, anticipating a yarn. “Whom did you collect for?”


“Dawsons’. I wonder if you’ve heard the name of Butcher ever?”


“Butcher—Butcher?” The name seemed vaguely present in my memory; then I recalled Butcher v. Dawson. “Why!” said I, “you are the man who sued them for four years’ salary—got cast away on a desert island. . . .”


“Your servant,” said the man with the scar, bowing. “Funny case, wasn’t it? Here was me, making a little fortune on that island, doing nothing for it neither, and them quite unable to give me notice. It often used to amuse me thinking over it while I was there. I did calculations of it—big—all over the blessed atoll in ornamental figuring.”


“How did it happen?” said I. “I don’t rightly remember the case.”


“Well. . . . You’ve heard of the Æpyornis?”


“Rather; Andrews was telling me of a new species he was working on only a month or so ago. Just before I sailed. They’ve got a thigh-bone, it seems, nearly a yard long. Monster the thing must have been!”


“I believe you,” said the man with the scar. “It was a monster. Sindbad’s roc was just a legend of ’em. But when did they find these bones?”


“Three or four years ago—’91, I fancy. Why?”


“Why? Because I found them—Lord!—it’s nearly twenty years ago. If Dawsons’ hadn’t been silly about that salary they might have made a perfect ring in ’em. . . . I couldn’t help the infernal boat going adrift.”


He paused. “I suppose it’s the same place. A kind of swamp about ninety miles north of Antananarivo. Do you happen to know? You have to go to it along the coast by boats. You don’t happen to remember, perhaps?”


“I don’t. I fancy Andrews said something about a swamp.”


“It must be the same. It’s on the east coast. And somehow there’s something in the water that keeps things from decaying. Like creosote it smells. It reminded me of Trinidad. Did they get any more eggs? Some of the eggs I found were a foot and a half long. The swamp goes circling round, you know, and cuts off this bit. It’s mostly salt, too. Well . . . What a time I had of it! I found the things quite by accident. We went for eggs, me and two native chaps, in one of those rum canoes all tied together, and found the bones at the same time. We had a tent and provisions for four days, and we pitched on one of the firmer places. To think of it brings that odd tarry smell back even now. It’s funny work. You go probing into the mud with iron rods, you know. Usually the egg gets smashed. I wonder how long it is since these Æpyornises really lived. The missionaries say the native have legends about when they were alive, but I never heard any such stories myself. But certainly those eggs we got were as fresh as if they had been new laid. Fresh! Carrying them down to the boat one of my nigger chaps dropped one on a rock and it smashed. How I lamed in on the beggar! But sweet it was, as if it was new laid, not even smelly, and its mother dead these four hundred years, perhaps. Said a centipede had bit him. However, I’m getting off the straight with the story. It had taken us all day to dig into the slush and get these eggs out unbroken, and we were all covered with beastly black mud, and naturally I was cross. So far as I knew they were the only eggs that have ever been got out not even cracked. I went afterwards to see the ones they have at the Natural History Museum in London; all of them were cracked and just stuck together like a mosaic, and bits missing. Mine were perfect, and I meant to blow them when I got back. Naturally I was annoyed at the silly duffer dropping three hours’ work just on account of a centipede. I hit him about rather.”


The man with the scar took out a clay pipe. I placed my pouch before him. He filled up absent-mindedly.


“How about the others? Did you get those home? I don’t remember—”


“That’s the queer part of the story. I had three others. Perfectly fresh eggs. Well, we put ’em in the boat, and then I went up to the tent to make some coffee, leaving my two heathens down by the beach—the one fooling about his sting and the other helping him. It never occurred to me that the beggar would take advantage of the peculiar position I was in to pick a quarrel. But I suppose the centipede poison and the kicking I had given him had upset the one—he was always a cantankerous sort—and he persuaded the other.


“I remember I was sitting and smoking and boiling up the water over a spirit-lamp business I used to take on these expeditions. Incidentally I was admiring the swamp under the sunset. All black and blood-red, it was, in streaks—a beautiful sight. And up beyond the land rose grey and hazy to the hills, and the sky behind them red, like a furnace mouth. And fifty yards behind the back of me was these blessed heathen—quite regardless of the tranquil air of things—plotting to cut off with the boat and leave me all alone with three days’ provisions and a canvas tent, and nothing to drink whatsoever beyond a little keg of water. I heard a kind of yelp behind me, and there they were in this canoe affair—it wasn’t properly a boat—and, perhaps, twenty yards from land. I realized what was up in a moment. My gun was in the tent, and, besides, I had no bullets—only duck shot. They knew that. But I had a little revolver in my pocket, and I pulled that out as I ran down to the beach.


“ ’Come back!’ says I, flourishing it.


“They jabbered something at me, and the man that broke the egg jeered. I aimed at the other—because he was unwounded and had the paddle, and I missed. They laughed. However, I wasn’t beat. I knew I had to keep cool, and I tried him again and made him jump with the whang of it. He didn’t laugh that time. The third time I got his head, and over he went, and the paddle with him. It was a precious lucky shot for a revolver. I reckon it was fifty yards. He went right under. I don’t know if he was shot, or simply stunned and drowned. Then I began to shout to the other chap to come back, but he huddled up in the canoe and refused to answer. So I fired out my revolver at him and never got hear him.


“I felt a precious fool, I can tell you. There I was on this rotten black beach, flat swamp all behind me, and the flat sea, cold after the sunset, and just this black canoe drifting steadily out to sea. I tell you I damned Dawsons’ and Jamrach’s and Museums and all the rest of it just to rights. I bawled to this nigger to come back, until my voice went up into a scream.


“There was nothing for it but to swim after him and take my luck with the sharks. So I opened my clasp-knife and put it in my mouth, and took off my clothes and waded in. As soon as I was in the water I lost sight of the canoe, but I aimed, as I judged, to head it off. I hoped the man in it was too bad to navigate it, and that it would keep on drifting in the same direction. Presently it came up over the horizon again to the south-westward about. The afterglow of sunset was well over now and the dim of night creeping up. The stars were coming through the blue. I swum like a champion, though my legs and arms were soon aching.


“However, I came up to him by the time the stars were fairly out. As it got darker I began to see all manner of glowing things in the water—phosphorescence, you know. At times it made me giddy. I hardly knew which was stars and which was phosphorescence, and whether I was swimming on my head or me heels. The canoe was as black as sin, and the ripple under the bows like liquid fire. I was naturally chary of clambering up into it. I was anxious to see what he was up to first. He seemed to be lying cuddled up in a lump in the bows, and the stern was all out of water. The thing kept turning round slowly as it drifted—kind of waltzing, don’t you know. I went to the stern and pulled it down, expecting him to wake up. Then I began to clamber in with my knife in my hand, and ready for a rush. But he never stirred. So there I sat in the stern of the little canoe, drifting away over the calm phosphorescent sea and with all the host of the stars above me, waiting for something to happen.


“After a long time I called him by name, but he never answered. I was too tired to take any risks by going along to him. So we sat there. I fancy I dozed once or twice. When the dawn came I saw he was as dead as a door-nail and all puffed up and purple. My three eggs and the bones were lying in the middle of the canoe, and the keg of water and some coffee and biscuits wrapped in a Cape Argus by his feet, and a tin of methylated spirit underneath him. There was no paddle, nor, in fact, anything except the spirit tin that I could use as one, so I settled to drift until I was picked up. I held an inquest on him, brought in a verdict against some snake, scorpion, or centipede unknown, and sent him overboard.


“After that I had a drink of water and a few biscuits, and took a look round. I suppose a man low down as I was don’t see very far; leastways, Madagascar was clean out of sight, and any trace of land at all. I saw a sail going south-westward—looked like a schooner but her hull never came up. Presently the sun got high in the sky and began to beat down upon me. Lord! it was pretty near made my brains boil. I tried dipping my head in the sea, but after a while my eye fell on the Cape Argus, and I lay down flat in the canoe and spread this over me. Wonderful things these newspapers! I never read one through thoroughly before, but it’s odd what you get up to when you’re alone, as I was. I suppose I read that blessed old Cape Argus twenty times. The pitch in the canoe simply reeked with the heat and rose up into big blisters.


“I drifted ten days,” said the man with the scar. “It’s a little thing in the telling, isn’t it? Every day was like the last. Except in the morning and the evening I never kept a lookout even—the blaze was so infernal. I didn’t see a sail after the first three days, and those I saw took no notice of me. About the sixth night a ship went by scarcely half a mile away from me, with all its lights ablaze and its ports open, looking like a big firefly. There was music aboard. I stood up and shouted and screamed at it. The second day I broached one of the Æpyornis eggs, scraped the shell away at the end bit by bit, and tried it, and I was glad to find it was good enough to eat. A bit flavoury—not bad, I mean—but with something of the taste of a duck’s egg. There was a kind of circular patch, about six inches across, on one side of the yolk, and with streaks of blood and a white mark like a ladder in it that I thought queer, but I did not understand what this meant at the time, and I wasn’t inclined to be particular. The egg lasted me three days, with biscuits and a drink of water. I chewed coffee-berries too—invigating stuff. The second egg I opened about the eighth day, and it scared me.”


The man with the scar paused. “Yes,” he said, “developing.”


“I dare say you find it hard to believe. I did, with the thing before me. There the egg had been, sunk in that cold black mud, perhaps three hundred years. But there was no mistaking it. There was the—what is it?—embryo, with its big head and curved back, and its heart beating under its throat, and the yolk shriveled up and great membranes spreading inside of the shell and all over the yolk. Here was I hatching out the eggs of the biggest of all extinct birds, in a little canoe in the midst of the Indian Ocean. If old Dawson had known that! It was worth four years’ salary. What do you think?


“However, I had to eat that precious thing up, every bit of it, before I sighted the reef, and some of the mouthfuls were beastly unpleasant. I left the third one alone. I held it up to the light, but the shell was too thick for me to get any notion of what might be happening inside; and though I fancied I heard blood pulsing, it might have been the rustle in my own ears, like what you listen to in a seashell.


“Then came the atoll. Came out of the sunrise, as it were, suddenly, close to me. I drifted straight towards it until I was about half a mile from shore, not more, and then the current took a turn, and I had to paddle as hard as I could with my hands and bits of the Æpyornis shell to make the place. However, I got there. It was just a common atoll about four miles round, with a few trees growing and a spring in one place, and the lagoon full of parrot-fish. I took the egg ashore and put it in a good place, well above the tide lines and in the sun, to give it all the chance I could, and pulled the canoe up safe, and loafed about prospecting. It’s rum how dull an atoll is. As soon as I had found a spring all the interest seemed to vanish. When I was a kid I thought nothing could be finer or more adventurous than the Robinson Crusoe business, but that place was as monotonous as a book of sermons. I went round finding eatable things and generally thinking; but I tell you I was bored to death before the first day was out. It shows my luck—the very day I landed the weather changed. A thunderstorm went by to the north and flicked its wing over the island, and in the night there came a drencher and howling wind slap over us. It wouldn’t have taken much, you know, to upset that canoe.


“I was sleeping under the canoe, and the egg was luckily among the sand higher up the beach, and the first thing I remember was a sound like a hundred pebbles hitting the boat at once, and a rush of water over my body. I’d been dreaming of Antananarivo, and I sat up and halloaed to Intoshi to ask her what the devil was up, and clawed out at the chair where the matches used to be. Then I remembered where I was. There were phosphorescent waves rolling up as if they meant to eat me, and all the rest of the night as black as pitch. The air was simply yelling. The clouds seemed down on your head almost, and the rain fell as if heaven was sinking and they were baling out the waters above the firmament. One great roller came writhing at me, like a fiery serpent, and I bolted. Then I thought of the canoe, and ran down to it as the water went hissing back again; but the thing had gone. I wondered about the egg, then, and felt my way to it. It was all right and well out of reach of the maddest waves, so I sat down beside it and cuddled it for company. Lord! what a night that was!


“The storm was over before the morning. There wasn’t a rag of cloud left in the sky when the dawn came, and all along the beach there were bits of plank scattered—which was the disarticulated skeleton, so to speak, of my canoe. However, that gave me something to do, for taking advantage of two of the trees being together, I rigged up a kind of storm-shelter with these vestiges. And that day the egg hatched.


“Hatched, sir, when my head was pillowed on it and I was asleep. I heard a whack and felt a jar and sat up, and there was the end of the egg pecked out and a rum little brown head looking out at me. ‘Lord!’ I said, ‘You’re welcome,’ and with a little difficulty he came out.


“He was a nice friendly little chap at first, about the size of a small hen—very much like most other young birds, only bigger. His plumage was a dirty brown to begin with, with a sort of grey scab that fell off it very soon, and scarcely feathers—a kind of downy hair. I can hardly express how pleased I was to see him. I tell you, Robinson Crusoe don’t make near enough of his loneliness. But here was interesting company. He looked at me and winked his eye from the front backward, like a hen, and gave a chirp and began to peck about at once, as though being hatched three hundred years too late was just nothing. ‘Glad to see you, Man Friday!’ says I, for I had naturally settled he was to be called Man Friday if ever he was hatched, as soon as ever I found the egg in the canoe had developed. I was a bit anxious about his feed, so I gave him a lump of raw parrot-fish at once. He took it, and opened his beak for more. I was glad of that, for, under the circumstances, if he’d been at all fanciful, I should have had to eat him after all.


“You’d be surprised what an interesting bird that Æpyornis chick was. He followed me about from the very beginning. He used to stand by me and watch while I fished in the lagoon, and go shares in anything I caught. And he was sensible, too. There were nasty green warty things, like pickled gherkins, used to lie about on the beach and he tried one of these and it upset him. He never even looked at any of them again.


“And he grew. You could almost see him grow. And as I was never much of a society man, his quiet friendly ways suited me to a T. For nearly two years we were as happy as we could be on that island. I had no business worries, for I knew my salary was mounting up at Dawsons’. We would see a sail now and then, but nothing ever came near us. I amused myself, too, by decorating the island with designs worked in sea-urchins and fancy shells of various kinds. I put ÆPYORNIS ISLAND all around the place very nearly, in big letters, like what you see done with colored stones at railways stations in the old country, and mathematical calculations and drawings of various sorts. And I used to lie watching the blessed bird stalking round and growing, growing; and think how I could make a living out of him by showing him about if I ever got taken off. After his first moult he began to get handsome, with a crest and a blue wattle, and a lot of green feathers at the behind of him. And then I used to puzzle whether Dawsons’ had any right to claim him or not. Stormy weather and in the rainy season we lay snug under the shelter I had made out of the old canoe, and I used to tell him lies about my friends at home. And after a storm we would go round the island together to see if there was any drift. It was kind of idyll, you might say. If only I had had some tobacco it would have been simply just like heaven.


“It was about the end of the second year our little paradise went wrong. Friday was then about fourteen feet high to the bill of him, with a big, broad head like the end of a pickaxe, and two huge brown eyes with yellow rims, set together like a man’s—not out of sight of each other like a hen’s. His plumage was fine—none of the half-mourning style of your ostrich—more like a cassowary as far as color and texture go. And then it was he began to cock his comb at me and give himself airs, and show signs of a nasty temper . . .


“At last came a time when my fishing has been rather unlucky, and he began to hang about me in a queer, meditative way. I thought he might have been eating sea-cucumbers or something but it was really just discontent on his part. I was hungry, too, and when at last I landed a fish I wanted it for myself. Tempers were short that morning on both sides. He pecked at it and grabbed it, and I gave him a whack on the head to make him leave go. And at that he went for me. Lord! . . .


“He gave me this in the face.” The man indicated his scar. “Then he kicked me. It was like a cart-horse. I got up, and, seeing he hadn’t finished, I started off full tilt with my arms doubled over my face. But he ran on those gawky legs of his faster than a race-horse, and kept landing out at me like a sledge-hammer kicks and bringing his pick-axe down on the back of my head. I made for the lagoon, and went in up to my neck. He stopped at the water, for he hated getting his feet wet, and began to make a shindy, something like a peacock’s, only hoarser. He started strutting up and down the beach. I’ll admit I felt small to see this blessed fossil lording it here. And my head and face were all bleeding, and—well, my body just one jelly of bruises.


“I decided to swim across the lagoon and leave him alone for a bit, until the affair blew over. I shinned up the tallest palm-tree, and sat there thinking of it all. I don’t suppose I ever felt so hurt by anything before or since. It was the brutal ingratitude of the creature. I’d been more than a brother to him. I’d hatched him, educated him. A great gawky, out-of-date bird! And me a human being—heir of the ages and all that.


“I thought after a time he’d begin to see things in that light himself, and feel a little sorry for his behavior. I thought if I was to catch some nice little bits of fish, perhaps, and go to him presently in a casual kind of way, and offer them to him, he might do the sensible thing. It took me some time to learn how unforgiving and cantankerous an extinct bird can be. Malice!


“I won’t tell you all the little devices I tried to get that bird round again. I simply can’t. It makes my cheek burn with shame even now to think of the snubs and buffets I had from this infernal curiosity. I tried violence. I chucked lumps of coral at him from a safe distance, but he only swallowed them. I shied my open knife at him and almost lost it, though it was too big for him to swallow. I tried starving him out and struck fishing, but he took to picking along the beach at low water after worms, and rubbed along on that. Half my time I spent up to my neck in the lagoon, and the rest up the palm-trees. One of them was scarcely high enough, and when he caught me up it he had a regular Bank Holiday with the calves of my legs. It got unbearable. I don’t know if you have ever tried sleeping up a palm-tree. It gave me the most horrible nightmares. Think of the shame of it, too! Here was this extinct animal mooning about my island like a sulky duke, and me not allowed to rest the sole of my foot on the place. I used to cry with weariness and vexation. I told him straight that I didn’t mean to be chased about a desert island by any damned anachronisms. I told him to go and pack a navigator of his own age. But he only snapped his beak at me. Great ugly bird, all legs and neck!


“I shouldn’t like to say how long that went on altogether. I’d have killed him sooner if I’d known how. However, I hit on a way of settling him at last. It is a South American dodge. I joined all my fishing-lines together with stems of seaweed and things, and made a stoutish string, perhaps twelve yards in length or more, and I fastened two lumps of coral rock to the ends of this. It took me some time to do, because every now and then I had to go into the lagoon or up a tree as the fancy took me. This I whirled rapidly round my head, and then let it go at him. The first time I missed, but the next time the string caught his legs beautifully, and wrapped round them again and again. Over he went. I threw it standing waist-deep in the lagoon, and as soon as he went down I was out of the water and sawing at his neck with my knife . . .


“I don’t like to think of that even now. I felt like a murderer while I did it, though my anger was hot against him. When I stood over him and saw him bleeding on the white sand, and his beautiful great legs and neck writhing in his last agony . . . Pah!


“With that tragedy loneliness came upon me like a curse. Good Lord! you can’t imagine how I missed that bird. I sat by his corpse and sorrowed over him, and shivered as I looked round the desolate, silent reef. I thought of what a jolly little bird he had been when he was hatched, and of a thousand pleasant tricks he has played before he went wrong. I thought if I’d only wounded him I might have nursed him round into a better understanding. If I’d had any means of digging into the coral rock I’d have buried him. I felt exactly as if he was a human. As it was, I couldn’t think of eating him, so I put him in the lagoon, and the little fishes picked him clean. I didn’t even save the feathers. Then one day a chap cruising about in a yacht had a fancy to see if my atoll still existed.


“He didn’t come a moment too soon, for I was about sick enough of the desolation of it, and only hesitating whether I should walk out into the sea and finish up the business that way, or fall back on the green things . . .


“I sold the bones to a man named Winslow—a dealer near the British Museum, and he says he sold them to old Havers. It seems Havers didn’t understand they were extra large, and it was only after his death they attracted attention. They called ’em Æpyornis—what was it?”


“Æpyornis vastus,” said I. “It’s funny, the very thing was mentioned to me by a friend of mine. When they found an Æpyronis with a thigh a yard long, they thought they had reached the top of the scale and called him Æpyronic maximus. Then someone turned up another thigh-bone four feet six or more, and that they called Æpyornis titan. Then your vastus was found after old Havers died, in his collection, and then a vatissimus turned up.”


“Winslow was telling me as much,” said the man with the scar. “If they get any more Aepyornises, he reckons some scientific swell will go and burst a blood-vessel. But it was a queer thing to happen to a man, wasn’t it—altogether?”





from The Time Machine (1895)


The Time Machine, Wells’s first success and by many estimates his greatest work, presents an elegant and dark tale of decline. It is Wells’s comment on the tendency to read Darwinism as an optimistic doctrine justifying human ascendancy in the struggle for survival. The great accomplishment of the novel, however, is not its pessimism but its skillful process of revelation in what is at heart an adventure story. In the novel’s middle section, deleted from this selection, the Time Traveler keeps having to reinterpret the social-natural relations that he finds in 802,701 when humanity has split into two species, the child-like Eloi, who live above ground, and the sloth-like Morlocks, who live in machine-ventilated tunnels underground. The first short selection describes time travel. In the second selection the Time Traveler, having narrowly escaped a Morlock trap, roams well beyond 802,701. At first he discovers an enigmatic evolutionary development, and as he moves further on he finds a dying Earth. The powerful vision of cosmic entropy raises questions about the meaningfulness of all human attainment. The epilogue, also included here, offers different interpretations of the future’s possibilities.


from CHAPTER IV


TIME TRAVELLING



* * * * *


“I drew a breath, set my teeth, gripped the starting lever with both hands, and went off with a thud. The laboratory got hazy and went dark. Mrs. Watchett came in, and walked, apparently without seeing me, towards the garden door. I suppose it took her a minute or so to traverse the place, but to me she seemed to shoot across the room like a rocket. I pressed the lever over to its extreme position. The night came like the turning out of a lamp, and in another moment came to-morrow. The laboratory grew faint and hazy, then fainter and even fainter. To-morrow night came black, then day again, night again, day again, faster and faster still. An eddying murmur filled my ears, and a strange, dumb confusedness descended on my mind.


“I am afraid I cannot convey the peculiar sensations of time traveling. They are excessively unpleasant. There is a feeling exactly like that one has upon a switchback—of a helpless headlong motion! I felt the same horrible anticipation, too, of an imminent smash. As I put on pace, night followed day like the flapping of a black wing. The dim suggestion of the laboratory seemed presently to fall away from me, and I saw the sun hopping swiftly across the sky, leaping it every minute, and ever minute marking a day. I supposed the laboratory had been destroyed, and I had come into the open air. I had a dim impression of scaffolding, but I was already going too fast to be conscious of any moving things. The slowest snail that ever crawled dashed by too fast for me. The twinkling succession of darkness and light was excessively painful to the eye. Then, in the intermittent darknesses, I saw the moon spinning swiftly through her quarters from new to full, and had a faint glimpse of the circling stars. Presently, as I went on, still gaining velocity, the palpitation of night and day merged into one continuous grayness; the sky took on a wonderful deepness of blue, a splendid luminous color like that of early twilight; the jerking sun became a streak of fire, a brilliant arc, in space, the moon a fainter fluctuating band; and I could see nothing of the stars, save now and then a brighter circle flickering in the blue.


“The landscape was misty and vague. I was still on the hillside upon which this house now stands, and the shoulder rose above me gray and dim. I saw trees growing and changing like puffs of vapor, now brown, now green: they grew, spread, shivered, and passed away. I saw huge buildings rise up faint and fair, and pass like dreams. The whole surface of the earth seemed changed—melting and flowing under my eyes. The little hands upon the dials that registered my speed raced round faster and faster. Presently I noted that the sun-belt swayed up and down, from solstice to solstice, in a minute or less, and that, consequently, my pace was over a year a minute; and minute by minute the white snow flashed across the world, and vanished, and was followed by the bright, brief green of spring.


“The unpleasant sensations of the start were less poignant now. They merged at last into a kind of hysterical exhilaration. I remarked, indeed, a clumsy swaying of the machine, for which I was unable to account. But my mind was too confused to attend to it, so with a kind of madness growing upon me, I flung myself into futurity. At first I scarce thought of stopping, scarce thought of anything but these new sensations. But presently a fresh series of impressions grew up in my mind—a certain curiosity and therewith a certain dread—until at last they took complete possession of me. What strange developments of humanity, what wonderful advances upon our rudimentary civilization, I thought, might not appear when I came to look nearly into the dim elusive world that raced and fluctuated before my eyes! I saw great and splendid architecture rising about me, more massive than any building of our own time, and yet, as it seemed, built of glimmer and mist. I saw a richer green flow up the hillside, and remain there without any wintry intermission. Even through the veil of my confusion the earth seemed very fair. And so my mind came round to the business of stopping.


“The peculiar risk lay in the possibility of my finding some substance in the space which I, or the machine, occupied. So long as I traveled at a high velocity through time, this scarcely mattered: I was, so to speak, attenuated—was slipping like a vapor through the interstices of intervening substances! But to come to a stop involved the jamming of myself, molecule by molecule, into whatever lay in my way: meant bringing my atoms into such intimate contact with those of the obstacle that a profound chemical reaction—possibly a far-reaching explosion—would result, and blow myself and my apparatus out of all possible dimensions—into the Unknown. This possibility had occurred to me again and again while I was making the machine; but then I had cheerfully accepted it as an unavoidable risk—one of the risks a man has got to take! Now the risk was inevitable, I no longer saw it in the same cheerful light. The fact is that, insensibly, the absolute strangeness of everything, the sickly jarring and swaying of the machine, above all, the feeling of prolonged falling, had absolutely upset my nerve. I told myself that I could never stop, and with a gust of petulance I resolved to stop forthwith. Like an impatient fool, I lugged over the lever, and incontinently the thing went reeling over, and I was flung headlong through the air.


“There was the sound of a clap of thunder in my ears. I may have been stunned for a moment. A pitiless hail was hissing round me, and I was sitting on a soft turf in front of the overset machine. Everything still seemed gray, but presently I remarked that the confusion in my ears was gone. I looked round me. I was on what seemed to be a little lawn in a garden, surrounded by rhododendron bushes, and I noticed that their mauve and purple blossoms were dropping in a shower under the beating of the hailstones. The rebounding, dancing hail hung in a cloud over the machine, and drove along the ground like smoke. In a moment I was wet to the skin. ‘Fine hospitality,’ said I, ‘to a man who has traveled innumerable years to see you.’


“Presently I thought what a fool I was to get wet. I stood up and looked round me. A colossal figure, carved apparently in some white stone, loomed indistinctly beyond the rhododendrons through the hazy downpour. But all else of the world was invisible.


“My sensations would be hard to describe. As the columns of hail grew thinner, I saw the white figure more distinctly. It was very large, for a silver birch tree touched its shoulder. It was of white marble, in shape something like a winged sphinx, but the wings, instead of being carried vertically at the sides, were spread so that it seemed to hover. The pedestal, it appeared to me, was of bronze, and was thick with verdigris. It chanced that the face was towards me; the sightless eyes seemed to watch me; there was the faint shadow of a smile on the lips. It was greatly weather-worn, and that imparted an unpleasant suggestion of disease. I stood looking at it for a little space—half a minute, perhaps, or half an hour. It seemed to advance and to recede as the hail drove before it denser or thinner. At last I tore my eyes from it for a moment, and saw that the hail curtain had worn threadbare, and that the sky was lightening with the promise of the sun.


“I looked up again at the crouching white shape, and the full temerity of my voyage came suddenly upon me. What might appear when that hazy curtain was altogether withdrawn? What might not have happened to men? What if cruelty had grown into a common passion? What if in this interval the race had lost its manliness, and had developed into something inhuman, unsympathetic, and overwhelmingly powerful? I might seem some old-world savage animal, only the more dreadful and disgusting for our common likeness—a foul creature to be incontinently slain.


“Already I saw other vast shapes—huge buildings with intricate parapets and tall columns, with a wooded hillside dimly creeping in upon me through the lessening storm. I was seized with a panic fear. I turned frantically to the Time Machine, and strove hard to readjust it. As I did so the shafts of the sun smote through the thunderstorm. The gray downpour swept aside and vanished like the trailing garments of a ghost. Above me, in the intense blue of the summer sky, some faint brown shreds of cloud whirled into nothingness. The great buildings about me stood out clear and distinct, shining with the wet of the thunderstorm, and picked out in white by the unmelted hailstones piled along their course. I felt naked in a strange world. I felt as perhaps a bird may feel in the clear air, knowing the hawk wings above and will swoop. My fear grew to frenzy. I took a breathing space, set my teeth, and again grappled fiercely, wrist and knee, with the machine. It gave under my desperate onset and turned over. It struck my chin violently. One hand on the saddle, the other on the lever, I stood painting heavily in attitude to mount again.


“But with this recovery of a prompt retreat my courage recovered. I looked more curiously and less fearfully at this world of the remote future. In a circular opening, high up in the wall of the nearer house, I saw a group of figures clad in rich soft robes. They had seen me, and their faces were directed towards me.


“Then I heard voices approaching me. Coming through the bushes by the White Sphinx were the heads and shoulders of men running. One of these emerged in a pathway leading straight to the little lawn upon which I stood with my machine. He was a slight creature—perhaps four feet high—clad in a purple tunic, girdled at the waist with a leather belt. Sandals or buskins—I could not clearly distinguish which—were on his feet; his legs were bare to the knees, and his head was bare. Noticing that, I noticed for the first time how warm the air was.


“He struck me as being a very beautiful and graceful creature, but indescribably frail. His flushed face reminded me of the more beautiful kind of consumptive—that hectic beauty of which we used to hear so much. At the sight of him I suddenly regained confidence. I took my hands from the machine.


* * * * *


from CHAPTER XIV


THE FURTHER VISION



“I have already told you of the sickness and confusion that comes with time traveling. And this time I was not seated properly in the saddle, but sideways and in an unstable fashion. For an indefinite time I clung to the machine as it swayed and vibrated, quite unheeding how I went, and when I brought myself to look at the dials again I was amazed to find where I had arrived. One dial records days, another thousands of days, another million of days, and another thousands of millions. Now instead of reversing the levers I had pulled them over so as to go forward with them, and when I came to look at these indicators I found that the thousands hand was sweeping round as fast as the seconds hands of a watch—into futurity. Very cautiously, for I remembered my former headlong fall, I began to reverse my motion. Slower and slower went the circling hands until the thousands one seemed motionless and the daily one was no longer a mere mist upon its scale. Still slower, until the gray haze around me became distincter and dim outlines of an undulating waste grew visible.


“I stopped. I was on a bleak moorland, covered with a sparse vegetation, and gray with a thin hoarfrost. The time was midday, the orange sun, shorn of its effulgence, brooded near the meridian in a sky of drabby gray. Only a few black bushes broke the monotony of the scene. The great buildings of the decadent men among whom, it seemed to me, I had been so recently, had vanished and left no trace: not a mound even marked their position. Hill and valley, sea and river—all, under the wear and work of the rain and frost, had melted into new forms. No doubt, too, the rain and snow had long since washed out the Morlock tunnels. A nipping breeze stung my hands and face. So far as I could see there were neither hills, nor trees, nor rivers: only an uneven stretch of cheerless plateau.


“Then suddenly a dark bulk rose out of the moor, something that gleamed like a serrated row of iron plates, and vanished almost immediately in a depression. And then I became aware of a number of faint-gray things, colored to almost the exact tint of the frost-bitten soil, which were browsing here and there upon its scant grass, and running to and fro. I saw one jump with a sudden start, and then my eye detected perhaps a score of them. At first I thought they were rabbits, or some small breed of kangaroo. Then, as one came hopping near me, I perceived that it belonged to neither of these groups. It was plantigrade, its hind legs rather the longer; it was tailless, and covered with a straight grayish hair that thickened about the head into a Skye terrier’s mane. As I had understood that in the Golden Age man had killed out almost all the other animals sparing only a few of the more ornamental, I was naturally curious about the creatures. They did not seem afraid of me, but browsed on, much as rabbits would do in a place unfrequented by men; and it occurred to me that I might perhaps secure a specimen.


“I got off the machine, and picked up a big stone. I had scarcely done so when one of the little creatures came within easy range. I was so lucky as to hit it on the head, and it rolled over at once and lay motionless. I ran to it at once. It remained still, almost as if it were killed. I was surprised to see that the thing had five feeble digits to both its fore and hind feet—the fore feet, indeed, were almost as human as the fore feet of a frog. It had, moreover, a roundish head, with a projecting forehead and forward-looking eyes, obscured by its lank hair. A disagreeable apprehension flashed across my mind. As I knelt down and seized my capture, intending to examine its teeth and other anatomical points which might show human characteristics, the metallic-looking object, to which I have already alluded, reappeared above a ridge in the moor, coming towards me and making a strange clattering sound as it came. Forthwith the grey animals about me began to answer with a short, weak yelping—as if of terror—and bolted off in a direction opposite to that from which this new creature approached. They must have hidden in burrows or behind bushes and tussocks, for in a moment not one of them was visible.


“I rose to my feet, and stared at this grotesque monster. I can only describe it by comparing it to a centipede. It stood about three feet high, and had a long segmented body, perhaps thirty feet long, with curiously overlapping greenish-black plates. It seemed to crawl upon a multitude of feet, looping its body as it advanced. Its blunt round head, with a polygonal arrangement of black eye spots, carried two flexible, writhing, horn-like antennae. It was coming along, I should judge, at a pace of about eight or ten miles an hour, and it left me little time for thinking. Leaving my grey animal, or grey man, whichever it was, on the ground, I set off for the machine. Halfway I paused, regretting that abandonment, but a glance over my shoulder destroyed any such regret. When I gained the machine the monster was scarce fifty yards away. It was certainly not a vertebrated animal. It had no snout, and its mouth was fringed with jointed dark-colored plates. But I did not care for a nearer view.


“I traversed one day and stopped again, hoping to find the colossus gone and some vestige of my victim; but, I should judge, the giant centipede did not trouble itself about bones. At any rate both had vanished. The faintly human touch of these little creatures perplexed me greatly. If you come to think, there is no reason why a degenerate humanity should not come at last to differentiate into as many species as the descendants of the mud fish who fathered all the land vertebrates. I saw no more of any insect colossus, as to my thinking the segmented creature must have been. Evidently the physiological difficulty that at present keeps all the insects small had been surmounted at last, and this division of the animal kingdom had arrived at the long-awaited supremacy which its enormous energy and vitality deserve. I made several attempts to kill or capture another of the grayish vermin, but none of my missiles were so successful as my first; and, after perhaps a dozen disappointing throws, that left my arm aching, I felt a gust of irritation at my folly in coming so far into futurity without weapons or equipment. I resolved to run on for one glimpse of the still remoter future—one peep into the deeper abysm of time—and then to return to you and my own epoch. Once more I remounted the machine, and one more the world grew hazy and gray.


“As I drove on, a peculiar change crept over the appearance of things. The palpitating grayness grew darker; then—though I was still traveling with prodigious velocity—the blinking succession of day and night, which was usually indicative of a slower pace, returned, and grew more and more marked. This puzzled me very much at first. The alternations of night and day grew slower and slower, and so did the passage of the sun across the sky, until they seemed to stretch through centuries. At last a steady twilight brooded over the Earth, a twilight only broken now and then when a comet glared across the darkling sky. The band of light that had indicated the sun had long since disappeared; for the sun had ceased to set—it simply rose and fell in the west, and grew ever broader and more red. All trace of the moon had vanished. The circling of the stars, growing slower and slower, had given place to creeping points of light. At last, some time before I stopped, the sun, red and very large, halted motionless upon the horizon, a vast dome glowing with a dull heat, and now and then suffering a momentary extinction. At one time it had for a little while glowed more brilliantly again, but it speedily reverted to its sullen red-heat. I perceived by this slowing down of its rising and setting that the work of the tidal drag was done. The earth had come to rest with one face to the sun, even as in our own time the moon faces the earth. Very cautiously, for I remembered my former headlong fall, I began to reverse my motion. Slower and slower went the circling hands until the thousands one seemed motionless, and the daily one was no longer a mere mist upon its scale. Still slower, until the dim outlines of a desolate beach grew visible.


“I stopped very gently and sat upon the Time Machine, looking round. The sky was no longer blue. North-eastward it was inky black, and out of the blackness shone brightly and steadily the pale white stars. Overhead it was a deep Indian red and starless, and south-eastward it grew brighter to a glowing scarlet where, cut by the horizon, lay the huge hull of the sun, red and motionless. The rocks about me were of a harsh reddish color, and all the trace of life that I could see at first was the intensely green vegetation that covered every projecting point on their south-eastern face. It was the same rich green that one sees on forest moss or on the lichen in caves: plants which like these grow in a perpetual twilight.


“The machine was standing on a sloping beach. The sea stretched away to the southwest, to rise into a sharp bright horizon against the wan sky. There were no breakers and no waves, for not a breath of wind was stirring. Only a slight oily swell rose and fell like a gentle breathing, and showed that the eternal sea was still moving and living. And along the margin where the water sometimes broke was a thick incrustation of salt—pink under the lurid sky. There was a sense of oppression in my head, and I noticed that I was breathing very fast. The sensation reminded me of my only experience of mountaineering, and from that I judged the air to be more rarefied than it is now.


“Far away up the desolate slope I heard a harsh scream, and saw a thing like a huge white butterfly go slanting and fluttering up into the sky and, circling, disappear over some low hillocks beyond. The sound of its voice was so dismal that I shivered and seated myself more firmly upon the machine. Looking round me again, I saw that, quite near, what I had taken to be a reddish mass of rock was moving slowly towards me. Then I saw the thing was really a monstrous crab-like creature. Can you imagine a crab as large as yonder table, with its many legs moving slowly and uncertainly, its big claws swaying, its long antennae, like carters’ whips, waving and feeling, and its stalked eyes gleaming at you on either side of its metallic front? Its back was corrugated and ornamented with ungainly bosses, and a greenish incrustation blotched it here and there. I could see the many palps of its complicated mouth flickering and feeling as it moved.


“As I stared at this sinister apparition crawling towards me, I felt a tickling on my cheek as though a fly had lighted there. I tried to brush it away with my hand, but in a moment it returned, and almost immediately came another by my ear. I struck at this, and caught something thread-like. It was drawn swiftly out of my hand. With a frightful qualm, I turned, and saw that I had grasped the antenna of another monster crab that stood just behind me. Its evil eyes were wriggling on their stalks, its mouth was all alive with appetite, and its vast ungainly claws, smeared with an algal slime, were descending upon me. In a moment my hand was on the lever, and I had placed a month between myself and these monsters. But I was till on the same beach, and I saw them distinctly now as soon as I stopped. Dozens of them seemed to be crawling here and there, in the somber light, among the foliated sheets of intense green.


“I cannot convey the sense of abominable desolation that hung over the world. The red eastern sky, the northward blackness, the salt Dead Sea, the stony beach crawling with these foul, slow-stirring monsters, the uniform poisonous-looking green of the lichenous plants, the thin air that hurts one’s lungs: all contributed to an appalling effect. I moved on a hundred years, and there was the same red sun—a little larger, a little duller—the same dying sea, the same chill air, and the same crowd of earthy crustacea creeping in and out among the green weed and the red rocks. And in the westward sky I saw a curved pale line like a vast new moon.


“So I traveled, stopping ever and again, in great strides of a thousand years or more, drawn on by the mystery of the earth’s fate, watching with a strange fascination the sun grow larger and duller in the westward sky and the life of the old earth ebb away. At last, more than thirty million years hence, the huge red-hot dome of the sun had come to obscure nearly a tenth part of the darkling heavens. Then I stopped once more for the crawling multitude of crabs had disappeared, and the red beach save for its livid green liverworts and lichens, seemed lifeless. And now it was flecked with white. A bitter cold assailed me. Rare white flakes ever and again came eddying down. To the north-eastward, the glare of snow lay under the starlight of the stable sky, and I could see an undulating crest of hillock pinkish-white. There were fringes of ice along the south margin, with drifting masses further out; but the main expanse of that south ocean, all bloody under the eternal sunset was still unfrozen.


“I looked about me to see if any trace of animal-life remained. A certain indefinable apprehension still kept me in the saddle of the time machine. But I saw nothing moving, in earth or sky or sea. The great slime on the rocks alone testified that life was not extinct. A shallow sandbank had appeared in the sea and the water had receded from the beach. I fancied I saw some black object flopping about upon this bank but it became motionless as I looked at it, and I judged that my eye had been deceived, and that the black object was merely a rock. The stars in the sky were intensely bright and seemed to me to twinkle very little.


“Suddenly I noticed that the circular westward outline of the sun had changed; that a concavity, a bay, had appeared in the curve. I saw this grow larger. For a minute perhaps I stared aghast at this blackness that was creeping over the day, and then I realized that an eclipse was beginning. Either the moon or the planet Mercury was passing across the sun’s disk. Naturally, at first I took it to be the moon, but there is much to incline me to believe that what I really saw was the transit of an inner planet passing very near to the earth.


“The darkness grew apace; a cold wind began to blow in freshening gusts from the east, and the showering white flakes in the air increased in number. From the edge of the sea came a ripple and whisper. Beyond these lifeless sounds the world was silent. Silent? It would be hard to convey the stillness of it. All the sounds of man, the bleating of sheep, the cries of birds, the hum on insects, the stir that makes the background of our lives—all that was over. As the darkness thickened, the eddying flakes grew more abundant, dancing before my eyes; and the cold of the air more intense. At last, one by one, swiftly, one after the other, the white peaks of the distant hills vanished into blackness. The breeze rose to a moaning wind. I saw the black central shadow of the eclipse sweeping towards me. In another moment the pale stars alone were visible. All else was rayless obscurity. The sky was absolutely black.


“A horror of this great darkness came on me. The cold, that smote to my marrow, and the pain I felt in breathing overcame me. I shivered, and a deadly nausea seized me. Then like a red-hot bow in the sky appeared the edge of the sun. I got off the machine to recover myself. I felt giddy and incapable of facing the return journey. As I stood sick and confused I saw again the moving thing upon the shoal—there was no mistake now that it was a moving thing—against the red water of sea. It was a round thing, the size of football perhaps, or, it may be, bigger, and tentacles trailed down from it; it seemed black against the weltering blood-red water, and it was hopping fitfully about. Then I felt I was fainting. But a terrible dread of lying helpless in that remote and awful twilight sustained me while I clambered upon the saddle.


from CHAPTER XV


THE TIME TRAVELLER’S RETURN



“So I came back. For a long time I must have been insensible upon the machine. The blinking succession of the days and nights was resumed, the sun got golden again, the sky blue. I breathed with greater freedom. The fluctuating contours of the land ebbed and flowed. The hands spun backward upon the dials. At last I saw again the dim shadows of houses, the evidences of decadent humanity. These, too, changed and passed, and others came. Presently, when the million dial was at zero, I slackened speed. I began to recognize our own petty and familiar architecture, the thousands hand ran back to the starting-point, the night and day flapped slower and slower. Then the old walls of the laboratory came round me. Very gently, now, I slowed the mechanism down.


* * * * *


EPILOGUE



One cannot choose but wonder. Will he ever return? It may be that he swept back into the past, and fell among the blood-drinking, hairy savages of the Age of Unspoiled Stone; into the abysses of the Cretaceous Sea; or among the grotesque saurians, the huge reptilian brutes of the Jurassic times. He may even now—if I may use the phrase—be wandering on some plesiosaurus-haunted Oolitic coral reef or beside the lonely saline lakes of the Triassic Age. Or did he go forward, into one of the nearer ages, in which men are still men, but with the riddles of our own time answered and its wearisome problems solved? Into the manhood of the race: for I, for my own part, cannot think that these latter days of weak experiment, fragmentary theory, and mutual discord are indeed man’s culminating time! I say, for my own part. He, I know—for the question had been discussed among us long before the Time Machine was made—thought but cheerlessly of the Advancement of Mankind, and saw in the growing pile of civilization only a foolish heaping that must inevitably fall back upon and destroy its makers in the end. If that is so, it remains for us to live as though it were not so. But to me the future is still black and blank—is a vast ignorance, lit at a few casual place by the memory of his story. And I have by me, for my comfort, two strange white flowers—shriveled now, and brown and flat and brittle—to witness that even when mind and strength had gone, gratitude and a mutual tenderness still lived on in the heart of a man.





from The Wheels of Chance (1895)


In the cheerful comedy, The Wheels of Chance, written immediately after The Time Machine, Wells gives a realistic and contemporary reading of the class differences that so much structure the middle part of the earlier novel. The naive and optimistic drapers assistant, Mr. Hoopdriver, represents a version of the man Wells would have become had his mother had her way. In the course of a bicycling holiday (Wells himself loved to tour the countryside on the newly invented bicycle) our hero meets an upper class young woman, Jessie Milton. She has become entangled with a scoundrel, Bechamel, who pretending to help her run away from her hated stepmother, actually intends to seduce her. Mr. Hoopdriver, infatuated with Jessie and acutely conscious of their social difference, tries to rescue her. Much of the comedy comes from the good-natured misunderstandings that these two young people have of each other. Jessie declares, “I am resolved to Live my Own Life,” and Mr. Hoopdriver, who from his youth has worked for a living, has no idea what she is talking about, though he admires her assurance. Jessie, on her side, misinterprets the fawning and deferential manners of a store clerk, which Mr. Hoopdriver cannot shake, as those of “a colonial.” The selection comes from the middle of the novel after Mr. Hoopdriver has ridden off with Jessie. They are traveling incognito as brother and sister. Mr. Hoopdriver, ashamed of his name, has given Jessie a false one, but he has also forgotten it.


CHAPTER XXVIII


THE DEPARTURE FROM CHICHESTER



He caused his ‘sister’ to be called repeatedly, and when she came down, explained with a humorous smile his legal relationship to the bicycle in the yard. ‘Might be disagreeable, y’ know.’ His anxiety was obvious enough. ‘Very well,’ she said (quite friendly); ‘hurry breakfast, and we’ll ride out. I want to talk things over with you.’ The girl seemed more beautiful than ever after the night’s sleep; her hair in comely dark waves from her forehead, her ungauntleted finger-tips pink and cool. And how decided she was! Breakfast was a nervous ceremony, conversation fraternal but thin; the waiter overawed him, and he was cowed by a multiplicity of forks. But she called him ‘Chris.’ They discussed their route over his six-penny county map for the sake of talking, but avoided a decision in the presence of the attendant. The five-pound note was changed for the bill, and through Hoopdriver’s determination to be quite the gentleman, the waiter and chambermaid got half a crown each, and the ostler a florin. “Olidays,’ said the ostler to himself, without gratitude. The public mounting of the bicycles in the street was a moment of trepidation. A policeman actually stopped and watched them from the opposite kerb. Suppose him to come across and ask: ‘Is that your bicycle, sir?’ Fight? Or drop and run? It was time of bewildering apprehension, too, going through the streets of the town, so that a milk-cart barely escaped destruction under Mr. Hoopdriver’s chancy wheel. That recalled him to a sense of erratic steering, and he pulled himself together. In the lanes he breathed freer, and a less formal conversation presently began.


‘You’ve ridden out of Chichester in a great hurry,’ said Jessie.


‘Well, the fact of it is, I’m worried, just a little bit, about this machine.’


‘Of course,’ she said. ‘I had forgotten that. But where are we going?’


‘Jest a turning or two more, if you don’t mind,’ said Hoopdriver. ‘Jest a mile or so. I have to think of you, you know. I should feel more easy. If we was locked up, you know—not that I should mind on my own account.’


They rode with a streaky, gray sea coming and going on their left hand. Every mile they put between themselves and Chichester Mr. Hoopdriver felt a little less conscience-striken, and a little more of the gallant desperado. Here he was riding on a splendid machine with a Slap-up girl beside him. What would they think of it in the Emporium if any of them were to see him? He imagined in detail the astonishment of Miss Isaacs and of Miss Howe. ‘Why! It’s Mr. Hoopdriver,’ Miss Isaacs would say. ‘Never!’ emphatically from Miss Howe. Then he played with Briggs, and then tried the ‘G.V.’ in a shay. ’Fancy introjuicing ‘em to her—my sister pro tem.’ He was her brother Chris—Chris what? Confound it!—Harringon, Hartington—something like that. Have to keep off that topic until he could remember. Wish he’d told her the truth now—almost. He glanced at her. She was riding with her eyes straight ahead of her. Thinking. A little perplexed she seemed. He noticed how well she rode, and that she rode with her lips closed—a thing he could never manage.


Mr. Hoopdriver’s mind came round to the future. What was she going to do? What were they both going to do? His thoughts took a graver color. He had rescued her. This was fine, manly rescue work he was engaged upon. She ought to go home, in spite of that stepmother. He must insist gravely but firmly upon that. She was the spirited sort, of course, but still—wonder if she had any money? Wonder what the second-class fare from Havant to London is? Of course he would have to pay that—it was the regular thing, he being a gentleman. Then should he take her home? He began to rough in a moving sketch of the return. The stepmother, repentant of her indescribable cruelties, would be present—even these rich people have their troubles—probably an uncle or two. The footman would announce, Mr.—bother that name!—and Miss Milton. Then two women weeping together, and a knightly figure in the background dressed in a handsome Norfolk jacket, still conspicuously new. He would conceal his feeling until the very end. Then, leaving, he would pause in the doorway in such an attitude as Mr. George Alexander might assume, and say, slowly and dwindlingly: ‘Be to kind to her—be kind to her,’ and so depart, heartbroken to the meanest intelligence. But that was a matter for the future. He would have to begin discussing the return soon. There was no traffic along the road, and he came up beside her (he had fallen behind in his musing). She began to talk. ‘Mr. Denison,’ she began, and then, doubtfully, ‘that is your name? I’m very stupid—’


‘It is,’ said Mr. Hoopdriver. (Denison was it? Denison, Denison, Denison. What was she saying?)


‘I wonder how far you are willing to help me?’


Confoundedly hard to answer a question like that on the spur of the moment, without steering wildly. ‘You may rely,’ said Mr. Hoopdriver, recovering from a violent wabble. ‘I can assure you—I want to help you very much. Don’t consider me at all. Leastways, consider me entirely at your service.’ (Nuisance not to be able to say this kind of thing right.)


‘You see, I am so awkwardly situated.’


‘If I can only help you—you will make me very happy—’ There was a pause. Round a bend in the road they came upon a grassy space between hedge and road, set with yarrow and meadowsweet, where a felled tree lay among the green. There she dismounted, and propping her machine against a stone sat down. ‘Here we can talk,’ she said.


‘Yes,’ said Mr. Hoopdriver, expectant.


She answered after a little while, sitting, elbow on knee, with her chin in her hand, and looking straight in front of her. ‘I don’t know—I am resolved to Live my Own Life.’


‘Of course,’ said Mr. Hoopdriver. ‘Naturally.’


‘I want to Live, and I want to see what life means. I want to learn. Every one is hurrying me; everything is hurrying me; I want time to think.’


Mr. Hoopdriver was puzzled, but admiring. It was wonderful how clear and ready her words were. But then one might well speak well with a throat and lips like that. He knew he was inadequate, but he tried to meet the occasion. ‘If you let them rush you into anything you might repent of, of course you’d be very silly,’ he said.


‘Don’t you want to learn?’ she asked.


‘I was wondering only this morning,’ he began, and stopped.


She was too intent upon her own thoughts to notice this insufficiency. ‘I find myself in life, and it terrifies me. I seem to be like a little speck whirling on a wheel, suddenly caught up. “What am I here for?” I ask. Simply to be here a time—I asked it a week ago, I asked it yesterday, and I ask it to-day. And mother takes me shopping, people come to tea, there is a new play to pass the time, or a concert, or a novel. The wheels of the world go on turning, turning. It is horrible. I want to do a miracle like Joshua and stop the whirl until I have thought it out. At home—it’s impossible.’


Mr. Hoopdriver stroked his moustache. ‘It is so,’ he said, in a meditative tone. ‘Things will go on.’ The faint breath of summer stirred the trees, and a bunch of dandelion puff lifted among the meadowsweet and struck and broke into a dozen separate threads against his knee. They flew on apart, and sank, as the breeze fell, among the grass: some to germinate, some to perish. His eye followed them until they had vanished.


‘I can’t go back to Surbiton,’ said the Young Lady in Gray.


‘Eigh?’ said Mr. Hoopdriver, catching at his moustache. This was an unexpected development.


‘I want to write, you see,’ said the Young Lady in Gray, ‘to write Books and alter things. To do Good. I want to lead a Free Life and Own myself. I can’t go back. I want to obtain a position as a Journalist. I have been told—but I know no one to help me at once. No one that I could go to. There is one person—she was a mistress at my school. If I could write to her—but then, how could I get her answer?’


‘H’mp,’ said Mr. Hoopdriver, very grave.


‘I can’t trouble you much more. You have come—you have risked things—’


‘That don’t count,’ said Mr. Hoopdriver. ‘It’s double pay to let me do it, so to speak.’


‘It is good of you to say that. Surbiton is so Conventional. I am resolved to be Unconventional—at any cost. But we are so hampered. If I could only burgeon out of all that hinders me! I want to struggle, to take my place in the world. I want to be my own mistress, to shape my own career. But my step-mother objects so. She does as she likes herself, and is strict with me to ease her conscience. And if I go back now, go back owning myself beaten—’ She left the rest to his imagination.


‘I see that,’ agreed Mr. Hoopdriver. He must help her. Within his skull he was doing some intricate arithmetic with five pounds six and twopence. In some vague way he inferred from all this that Jessie was trying to escape from an undesirable marriage, but was saying these things out of modesty. His circle of ideas was so limited.


‘You know, Mr.—I’ve forgotten your name again.’


Mr. Hoopdriver seemed lost in abstraction. ‘You can’t go back, of course, quite like that,’ he said thoughtfully. His ears were suddenly red and his cheeks flushed.


‘But what is your name?’


‘Name!’ said Mr. Hoopdriver. ‘Why!—Benson, of course.’


‘Mr. Benson—yes—it’s really very stupid of me. But I can never remember names. I must make a note on my cuff.’ She clicked a little silver pencil and wrote the name down. ‘If I could write to my friend, I believe she would be able to help me to an independent life. I could write to her—or telegraph. Write, I think. I could scarcely explain in a telegram. I know she would help me.’


Clearly there was only one course open to a gentleman under the circumstances. ‘In that case,’ said Mr. Hoopdriver, ‘if you don’t mind trusting yourself to a stranger, we might continue as we are perhaps—for a day or so; until you heard’ (Suppose thirty shillings a day, that gives four days, say four thirties is hun’ and twenty, six quid—well, three days, say; four ten.)


‘You are very good to me.’


His expression was eloquent.


‘Very well, then, and thank you. It’s wonderful—it’s more than I deserve that you—’ She dropped the theme abruptly. ‘What was our bill at Chichester?’


‘Eigh?’ said Mr. Hoopdriver, feigning a certain stupidity. There was a brief discussion. Secretly he was delighted at her insistence in paying. She carried her point. Their talk came round to their immediate plans for the day. They decided to ride easily, through Havant, and stop, perhaps, at Fareham or Southampton; for the previous day had tried them both. Holding the map extended on his knee, Mr. Hoopdriver’s eye fell by chance on the bicycle at his feet. ‘That bicycle,’ he remarked, quite irrelevantly, ‘wouldn’t look the same machine if I got a big double Elarum instead of that little bell.’


‘Why?’


‘Jest a thought.’ A pause.


‘Very well, then—Havant and lunch,’ said Jessie, rising.


‘I wish, somehow, we could have managed it without stealing that machine,’ said Hoopdriver. ‘Because it is stealing it, you know, come to think of it.’


‘Nonsense. If Mr. Bechamel troubles you—I will tell the world—if need be.’


‘I believe you would,’ said Mr. Hoopdriver, admiring her. ‘You’re plucky enough—goodness knows.’


Discovering suddenly that she was standing, he, too, rose, and picked up her machine. She took it and wheeled it into the road. Then he took his own. He paused, regarding it. ‘I say!’ said he. ‘How’d this bike look, now, if it was enameled gray?’


She looked over her shoulder at his grave face. ‘Why try and hide it in that way?’


‘It was jest a passing thought,’ said Mr. Hoopdriver airily.


As they were riding on to Havant it occurred to Mr. Hoopdriver in a transitory manner that the interview had been quite other than his expectation. But that was the way with everything in Mr. Hoopdriver’s experience. And though his Wisdom looked grave within him, and Caution was chinking coins, and an ancient prejudice in favor of Property shook her head, something else was there too, shouting in his mind to drown all these saner consideration, the intoxicating thought of riding beside Her all to-day, all to-morrow, perhaps for other days after that. Of talking to her familiarly, being brother of all her slender strength and freshness, of having a golden, real, and wonderful time beyond all his imaginings. His old familiar fancyings gave place to anticipations as impalpable and fluctuating and beautiful as the sunset of a summer day.


At Havant he took an opportunity to purchase, at a small hairdresser’s in the main street, a tooth-brush, a pair of nail scissors, and a little bottle of stuff to darken the moustache, an article the shop man introduced to his attention, recommended highly, and sold in the excitement of the occasion.


CHAPTER XXIX


THE UNEXPECTED ANECDOTE OF THE LION



They rode on to Cosham, and lunched lightly but expensively there. Jessie went out and posted her letter to her schoolmistress. Then the green height of Portsdown Hill tempted them, and leaving their machines in the village, they clambered up the slope to the silent red-brick fort that crowned it. Thence they had a view of Portsmouth and its cluster of sister towns, the crowded narrows of the harbor, the Solent, and the Isle of Wight like a blue cloud through the hot haze. Jessie by some miracle had become a skirted woman in the Cosham inn. Mr. Hoopdriver lounged gracefully on the turf, smoked a Red Herring cigarette, and lazily regarded the fortified town that spread like a map away there, the inner line of defense like toy fortifications, a mile off perhaps; and beyond that a few little fields and then the beginnings of Landport suburb and the smoky cluster of the multitudinous houses. To the right, at the head of the harbor shallows, the town of Porchester rose among the trees. Mr. Hoopdriver’s anxiety receded to some remote corner of his brain and that florid, half-voluntary imagination of his shared the stage with the image of Jessie. He began to speculate on the impression he was creating. He took stock of his suit optimistically again, and reviewed, with some complacency, his actions for the last four-and-twenty hours. Then he was dashed at the thought of her infinite perfections.


She had been observing him quietly, rather more closely during the last hour or so. She did not look at him directly, because he seemed always looking at her. Her own troubles had quieted down a little, and her curiosity about the chivalrous, worshipping, but singular gentleman in brown, was awakening. She had recalled, too, the curious incident of their first encounter. She found him hard to explain to herself. You must understand that her knowledge of the world was rather less than nothing, having been obtained entirely from books. You must not take a certain ignorance for foolishness.


She had begun with a few experiments. He did not know French except ‘sivverplay,’ a phrase he seemed to regard as a very good light table joke in itself. His English was uncertain, but not such as books informed her distinguished the lower classes. His manners seemed to her good on the whole, but a trifle over-respectful and out of fashion. He called her ‘Madam’ once. He seemed a person of means and leisure, but he knew nothing of recent concerts, theatres, or books. How did he spend his time? He was certainly chivalrous, and a trifle simple-minded. She fancied (so much is there in a change of costume) that she had never met with such a man before. What could he be?


‘Mr. Benson,’ she said, breaking a silence devoted to landscape.


He rolled over and regarded her, chin on knuckles, ‘At your service.’


‘Do you paint? Are you an artist?’


‘Well,’ Judicious pause. ‘I should hardly call myself a Nartist, you know. I do paint a little. And sketch, you know—skitty kind of things.’


He plucked and began to nibble a blade of grass. It was really not so much lying as his quick imagination that prompted him to add: ‘In Papers, you know, and all that.’


‘I see,’ said Jessie, looking at him thoughtfully. Artists were a very heterogeneous class certainly, and geniuses had a trick of being a little odd. He avoided her eye and bit his grass. ‘I don’t do much, you know.’


‘It’s not your profession?’


‘Oh no,’ said Hoopdriver, anxious now to hedge. ‘I don’t make a regular thing of it, you know. Jest now and then something comes into my head and down it goes. No—I’m not a regular artist.’


‘Then you don’t practice any regular profession?’


Mr. Hoopdriver looked into her eyes and saw their quiet unsuspicious regard. He had vague ideas of resuming the detective role. ‘It’s like this,’ he said, to gain time. ‘I have a sort of profession. Only there’s a kind of reason—nothing much, you know—’


‘I beg your pardon for cross-examining you.’


‘No trouble,’ said Mr. Hoopdriver. ‘Only I can’t very well—I leave it to you, you know. I don’t want to make any mystery of it, so far as that goes.’ Should he plunge boldly and be a barrister? That anyhow was something pretty good. But she might know about barristry.


‘I think I could guess what you are.’


‘Well—guess,’ said Mr. Hoopdriver.


“You come from one of the colonies?’


‘Dear me!’ said Mr. Hoopdriver, veering round to the new wind. ‘How did you find out that? (The man was born in a London suburb, dear Reader.)


‘I guessed,’ she said.


He lifted his eyebrows as one astonished, and clutched a new piece of grass.


‘You were educated up country.’


‘Good again,’ said Hoopdriver, rolling over again upon his elbow. ‘You’re a clairvoy ant.’ He bit at the grass, smiling. ‘Which colony was it?’


‘That I don’t know.’


‘You must guess,’ said Hoopdriver.


‘South Africa,’ she said ‘I strongly incline to South Africa.’


‘South Africa’s quite a large place,’ he said.


‘But South Africa is right?’


‘You’re warm,’ said Hoopdriver, ‘anyhow’; and the while his imagination was eagerly exploring this new province.


‘South Africa is right?’ she insisted.


He turned over again and nodded, smiling reassuringly into her eyes.


‘What made me think of South Africa was that novel of Olive Schreiner’s, you know—The Story of an African Farm. Gregory Rose is so like you.’


‘I never read The Story of an African Farm,’ said Hoopdriver. ‘I must. What’s he like?’


‘You must read the book. But it’s a wonderful place, with its mixture of races, and its brand-new civilization jostling the old savagery. Were you near Khama?’


‘He was a long way off from our place,’ said Mr. Hoopdriver. ‘We had a little ostrich farm, you know—just a few hundred of ’em, out Johannesburg way.’


‘On the Karroo—was it called?’


‘That’s the term. Some of it was freehold though. Luckily. We got along very well in the old days. But there’s no ostriches on that farm now.’ He had a diamond mine in his head, just at the moment, but he stopped and left a little to the girl’s imagination. Besides which it occurred to him with a kind of shock that he was lying.


‘What became of the ostriches?’


‘We sold ’em off, when we parted with the farm. Do you mind if I have another cigarette? That was when I was quite a little chap, you know, that we had this ostrich farm.’


‘Did you have blacks and Boers about you?’


‘Lots,’ said Mr. Hoopdriver, striking a match on his instep, and beginning to feel hot at the new responsibility he had brought upon himself.


‘How interesting! Do you know, I’ve never been out of England except to Paris and Mentone and Switzerland.’


‘One gets tired of traveling (puff) after a bit, of course.’


‘You must tell me about your farm in South Africa. It always stimulates my imagination to think of these places. I can fancy all the tall ostriches being driven out by a black herd to—graze, I suppose. How do ostriches feed?’
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