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Letter 1

St. Petersburg, Dec. 11, 17—

To Mrs. Saville, England

YOU will rejoice to hear that your terrible fears about my trip are unfounded. I arrived here yesterday, and the first thing I want to do, dear sister, is assure you that I am well and growing more confident that my work will be a success.

I am north of London, in St. Petersburg, Russia; and as I walk the streets, a cold northern breeze plays upon my cheeks. It awakens me and fills me with delight. It is a wind of promise that makes my daydreams passionate and clear. As I head for the North Pole, everyone warns me that it is frosty and empty, but I only see it as a region of beauty and delight. There, Margaret, the sun never sets; its broad disk touches the horizon and breaks up the light to create a scene of splendor.

Anything is possible in a place where the sun always shines, a place that has the power to turn a compass needle in its direction. It is my dream to see a part of the world no man has visited, where there are no footprints. I am so drawn to this place that I have no fear of danger nor death. I begin this difficult voyage with the joy a child feels when he and his friends set out in a little boat to explore a local river. Even if I am wrong about everything, you can’t deny that my mission, to discover a new, faster route between countries by way of the North Pole, will benefit all mankind for generations. Today, it takes many months to get there. Perhaps I will also finally understand the secret of magnetism at the pole. That is something only a journey like this can make possible.

I have imagined this trip since childhood. I’ve read of voyages to discover the North Pacific Ocean through the seas around the pole. You may remember our good Uncle Thomas’s library was filled with histories of all the voyages made in pursuit of this discovery. I was a poor student, but I was always fond of reading. I studied these books day and night, so it was all the more painful when my father, on his deathbed, forbid my uncle to let me sail the seas.

These dreams faded when I read the great poets for the first time. Their work lifted my soul to heaven. I became a poet for one year, and it was paradise. I imagined I might one day be as beloved as Homer and Shakespeare. But, as you know, I failed as a poet and was terribly disappointed. But when I inherited a fortune from my cousin, my thoughts returned to my dreams of adventure and exploration.

I have planned this voyage for six years. I remember the exact hour I made my decision. My first task was to train my body to be strong. I accompanied whalers on expeditions to the North Sea; I voluntarily endured cold, hunger, thirst, and lack of sleep. I often worked harder than the common sailors during the day and spent my nights studying mathematics, medicine, and physics. Twice I worked on a Greenland whaler in a job below my station. I must admit I felt a little proud when my captain offered me a promotion and asked me to stay on; that’s how valuable he considered my services. And now, dear Margaret, after all that, do I not deserve to accomplish something great? My life might have been passed in ease and luxury, but I chose glory over wealth.

This is the best time of year for traveling in Russia. Sleds fly quickly over the snow, which offers a far smoother ride than an English stagecoach. It’s not too cold if you are wrapped in furs, which you need, lest your blood freezes in your veins. I do not plan to lose my life on the road to Archangel. I shall leave in two or three weeks, and my intention is to hire a ship there and as many sailors as I think necessary. I do not intend to sail until June and when shall I return? Ah, dear sister, how can I answer this question? If I succeed, many, many months, perhaps years, will pass before you and I may meet again. If I fail, you will see me again soon, or never. Farewell, my dear, excellent Margaret. Heaven shower down blessings on you, and save me, that I may again and again thank you for all your love and kindness.

Your affectionate brother,

R. Walton


Letter 2

Archangel, 28th March, 17—

To Mrs. Saville, England

TIME passes so slowly here, where I am surrounded by frost and snow! But I have taken an important second step. I have hired a ship and started taking on sailors; they seem dependable and courageous.

But I am lonely and have no friends, Margaret. If I am successful, I’ll have no one to share my joy; if I fail, no one will comfort me. And writing is a poor substitute for a friend. I need someone like me, who understands me, who can sympathize, help me reason out my plans, and balance my faults. I am too passionate and impatient. Even more important, I want a friend more educated than I. When I studied those voyages in our uncle’s library many years ago, I realized I needed to learn languages. Now I am twenty-eight and more illiterate than many schoolboys of fifteen. I need a friend who will not hate my daydreaming, but care enough to keep me on track. These are useless complaints; I will not find a friend on the wide ocean, nor here in Archangel among merchants and seamen. Still, even these lowly, rugged men have some feelings. My lieutenant, for instance, is brave and hard working; he wants glory, to get ahead. He is a coarse, lower-class Englishman, but still has great humanity. I first met him on a whaling vessel. He was unemployed, so I hired him for my voyage. His kind and gentle nature stands out on the ship.

I spent a great deal of time alone as a child. The years I was being raised by you were my best. But your gentle, feminine nature made me so refined I cannot get used to the brutality of the men on board ship. Yet do not suppose, because I complain a little, that I am giving up on my dreams. Those are as fixed as fate, and my voyage is only now delayed by poor weather. The winter has been dreadfully severe, but a mild spring promises to come early, so perhaps I may sail sooner than I expected. I shall do nothing rashly: you know I will be wise and considerate, especially when others are in my care.

I cannot describe how excited I am, half happy, half fearful. I am going to unexplored regions, to “the land of mist and snow,” driven by my love of poets and their passion for the mysteries of the ocean. There is something at work in my soul which I do not understand. I am practical and driven, but a dreamer, which makes me different than most men, makes me want to travel the wild sea and explore these unvisited regions. But to get back to more important matters … Shall I meet you again, after crossing immense seas, and coming back by way of the most southern cape of Africa or America? I dare not expect such success, yet I cannot bear to think about things going wrong. Continue for the present to write to me whenever you can; I may receive your letters on some occasions when I need them most to lift my spirits. I love you very tenderly. Remember me with affection if you never hear from me again.

Your affectionate brother,

Robert Walton


Letter 3

July 7th, 17—

To Mrs. Saville, England

My dear Sister,

I WRITE a few lines in haste to say that I am safe—and well along on my voyage. This letter will reach England by a merchant sailor on a ship traveling home from Archangel. He is more fortunate than I, who may not see my native land, perhaps, for many years. I am, however, in good spirits: my men are bold and dedicated, nor do the floating sheets of ice that continually pass us appear to dismay them. We have already reached a very high latitude; but it is the height of summer, and although colder than England, the southern winds that blow us speedily towards my destination are warmer than I’d expected.

There are no remarkable incidents to write about, other than one or two stiff winds and the springing of a leak. I will be happy if nothing worse happens to us during our voyage.

Farewell, my dear Margaret. Be assured that for my sake and yours I will do nothing dangerous. I will be cool, determined, and wise.

But I shall be successful. Why not? So far I have found a safe way over these unexplored seas, the very stars witnessing my triumph. Why not proceed? What can stop the determined heart and will of man?
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My full heart wants to write forever … But I must finish. Heaven bless my beloved sister!

R.W.


Letter 4

August 5th, 17—

To Mrs. Saville, England

SUCH a strange accident has happened that I cannot bear writing about it, although you will probably see me before you receive this letter.

Last Monday (July 31st) we were nearly surrounded by ice, which closed in the ship on all sides. The fog was thick. It was dangerous. We waited, hoping for warmer temperatures and better weather.

About two o’clock the mist cleared, and we saw vast, uneven sheets of ice in every direction as far as the eye could see. We were all growing anxious when a strange sight distracted us from our problem. We saw a low carriage fixed on a sled drawn by dogs. It was half a mile north. A being that looked like a gigantic man sat in the sled guiding the dogs. We watched the fast-moving traveler through our telescopes until he was lost behind an uneven section of ice. It was amazing. We were hundreds of miles from land, but this mirage made it seem like we must be closer. We were ice-bound so we couldn’t follow him. About two hours later we heard the ice crackle, and before long our ship was free. But we waited until morning so we wouldn’t hit any of the large, loose chunks of ice that might still be floating about. I used this time to rest for a few hours.

As soon as it was light I went up on deck and found all the sailors busy on one side of the vessel, apparently talking to someone in the sea. It looked like the sled we had seen. It had drifted toward us in the night on a large chunk of ice. Only one dog was still alive; but there was also a human being whom the sailors were trying to get onto our ship. He was not the other huge traveler, who seemed to be from some undiscovered island, but a European. When I appeared on deck, the ship’s master introduced me. “Here is our captain, and he will not allow you to die on the open sea.”

The stranger addressed me in English, but with an accent. “Before I come on board your vessel,” said he, “will you have the kindness to tell me where you are going?”

I was astonished that a man on the brink of destruction would care where we were headed when we were saving his life. I replied, however, that we were on a voyage of discovery towards the northern pole.

He appeared satisfied and came on board. Good God! Margaret, if you had seen the man! His limbs were nearly frozen, and incredibly thin from his fatigue and suffering. I never saw a man in such a bad condition. We attempted to carry him into the cabin, but as soon as he was below deck he fainted. We accordingly brought him back outside and gave him a little brandy. As soon as he showed signs of life we wrapped him up in blankets and placed him near the chimney of the kitchen stove. Slowly he recovered and ate a little soup, which restored him wonderfully.

Two days passed before he could speak, and I feared that his sufferings had damaged his mind. When he was well enough, I put him in my own cabin and tended to him when I was not on duty. I never saw a more interesting creature: his eyes are wild, somewhat mad, but if anyone is kind or does him a small favor, his face lights up, as it were, with a beam of kindness and sweetness like I’ve never seen. But he is generally sad and despairing, and sometimes grinds his teeth.
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When my guest was a little better, I had to keep the men from asking him a thousand questions. I would not allow it since he needed rest. Once, however, the lieutenant asked why he had come so far upon the ice in so strange a vehicle.

His face took on a gloomy expression as he replied, “To seek one who fled from me.”

“And did the man whom you pursued travel in the same fashion?”

“Yes.”

“Then I fancy we have seen him, for the day before we picked you up we saw some dogs drawing a sled, with a man in it, across the ice.”

This aroused the stranger’s attention, and he asked lots of questions concerning the route which the demon, as he called him, had traveled. Soon after, when he was alone with me, he said, “I have made you and your crew too curious. Please be considerate and don’t ask any more questions.”

“Certainly; it would be rude and inhuman to trouble you with any more questions.”

“And yet you rescued me from a strange and dangerous situation; you have kindly restored me to life.”

Soon after this he asked if I thought that the breaking up of the ice had destroyed the other sled. I could not answer for sure. The ice had not broken up until nearly midnight, and the traveler might have arrived safely on land before then. Suddenly, he was eager to be up on deck to watch for the sled we had seen; but I persuaded him to remain in the cabin, for he was far too weak for the cold, raw air. I promised that someone would watch for him and give him an instant report if any new object should appear.

That’s my journal entry about this strange occurrence. The stranger has gradually improved in health but is very silent and appears uneasy when anyone except myself enters his cabin. Yet his manners are so kind and gentle that the sailors are all interested in him, although they have had very little communication with him. For my own part, I begin to love him as a brother, and his deep sadness fills me with sympathy and compassion. He must have been a noble creature in his better days. I said in one of my letters, my dear Margaret, that I should find no friend on the wide ocean; yet I have found a man who, before his spirit had been broken by misery, I should have been happy to have taken in as the brother of my heart.

I shall continue my journal concerning the stranger at intervals, should I have anything new to tell you.

August 13th, 17—

My affection for my guest increases every day. He is so gentle, yet so wise and well-spoken. He feels better when on the deck, apparently watching for the sled. Yet, although unhappy, he interests himself deeply in the projects of others. He often talks to me about mine, sympathetic to my willingness to sacrifice my fortune, my existence, my every hope, to the furtherance of my enterprise. As I spoke, a dark gloom spread over my listener’s face. He tried to suppress his emotion; he placed his hands before his eyes, and my voice quivered and failed me as I beheld tears trickle from between his fingers; a groan burst from his heaving breast. I paused; at length he spoke, in his broken accent: “Unhappy man! Do you share my madness? Have you drunk also of the intoxicating cup of obsession? Hear me; let me reveal my tale, and you will dash the cup from your lips!”

Such words, you may imagine, excited my curiosity; but his fit of grief overcame him and, already weak, he rested to restore his composure. He seemed to hate himself for being the slave of passion, so he led me to talk about myself again. He asked me the history of my youth. The tale was quickly told, but it awakened various thoughts, among them my thirst for a friend of like mind. I expressed my conviction that a man could not be happy without this blessing. “I agree with you,” replied the stranger. “We are unfashioned creatures, but half made up, and we need one wiser, better, dearer than ourselves to balance our weak and faulty natures. I once had a friend, the most noble of human creatures, and am entitled, therefore, to judge friendship. You have hope, and the world before you, and have no cause for despair. But I—I have lost everything and cannot begin life anew.”

As he said this, his face expressed a calm, settled grief that touched me to the heart. But he was now silent and quickly retired to his cabin.

Even broken in spirit as he is, the starry sky, the sea, and every sight in this wonderful region seem to have the power to elevate his soul from earth. Such a man may suffer and be overwhelmed by disappointments, yet he is like a celestial spirit surrounded by a halo, which protects him from grief and sorrow. I try to discover the quality he possesses that elevates him so far above any other person I ever knew. I believe it to be his intuition, a quick, steady judgment, the ability to see the causes of things clearly and precisely, and the ability to express himself with a voice that sounds like soul-soothing music.

August 19, 17—

Yesterday the stranger said to me, “You may be able to tell, Captain Walton, that I have suffered great misfortunes. I was determined that the memory of these evils should die with me, but you have convinced to change my mind.” He then told me that he would tell me his story the next day. I have resolved every night, when I am not working, to record, as nearly as possible in his own words, what he has related during the day. If I should be busy, I will at least make notes. You will, no doubt, enjoy this story, but to me, who knows him and who hears it from his own lips—with what interest and sympathy shall I read it in the future! Even now, as I start my writing, his full-toned voice swells in my ears; his shining eyes dwell on me with all their sad sweetness; I see his thin hands waving, while his expression is lit by the soul within.

Strange and harrowing must be his story, frightful the storm that overtook his gallant vessel and wrecked it—thus!


Chapter 1

IAM by birth from Geneva, Switzerland, and my family is one of the most distinguished of that republic. My ancestors had been, for many years, government officials, and my father had filled several public jobs with honor and good reputation. All who knew him respected his integrity and firm attention to public business. In his youth, he was occupied by the affairs of his country and married late in life. There was a considerable difference between the ages of my parents, but this circumstance seemed to unite them only closer in devoted affection. There was a show of gratitude and worship in his attachment to my mother inspired by reverence for her virtues and a desire to make up for sorrows she had endured in childhood. He sheltered her like a gardener protects a fair exotic flower from rough winds, and surrounded her with all that could please her soft, kind mind. Her health, and even her calm spirit, had been shaken by her troubles, so immediately after their marriage they toured Italy, a warmer climate.
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From Italy they visited Germany and France. I, their eldest child, was born at Naples, and as an infant I accompanied them in their travels. I remained for several years their only child. Much as they were attached to each other, they seemed to have a gold mine of love to bestow upon me. My mother’s tender caresses and my father’s warm smile while looking at me are my first memories. I was their plaything and their idol, and something better—their child, the innocent and helpless creature bestowed on them by heaven. My mother had much desired to have a daughter, but I continued as their single offspring.

When I was about five years old, while making a trip beyond the frontiers of Italy, they passed a week on the shores of the Lake of Como. Their kindness often made them enter the cottages of the poor. This, to my mother, was more than a duty; it was a necessity, a passion—remembering what she had suffered as a child, and how she had been relieved—for her to act in her turn as a guardian angel to the afflicted. During one of their walks a poor cottage attracted their notice as being singularly sad, while the number of half-clothed children gathered about it spoke of the worst poverty. One day, when my father had gone to Milan, my mother, accompanied by me, visited this home. She found a peasant and his wife, bent down by care and labor, distributing a scanty meal to five hungry babes.

Among these there was one which attracted my mother far above all the rest. She appeared of a different stock. The four others were dark-eyed, hardy little vagrants; this child was thin and very fair. Her hair was the brightest living gold and, despite the poverty of her clothing, seemed to set a crown of distinction on her head. She seemed as of a distinct species, a being heaven-sent, and bearing a celestial stamp in all her features. The peasant woman, perceiving that my mother fixed eyes of wonder and admiration on this lovely girl, eagerly communicated her history. She was not her child, but the daughter of a Milanese nobleman. Her mother was a German and had died in childbirth. The infant had been placed with these good people to nurse: they were better off then. They had not been long married, and their eldest child was just born. The baby’s father had fought to obtain liberty for Italy. He became the victim of its weakness. Whether he had died or still lingered in the dungeons of Austria was not known. His property was confiscated; his child became an orphan and a beggar. She continued with her foster parents and bloomed in their rude abode, fairer than a garden rose. When my father returned from Milan, he found playing with me in the hall of our villa a child fairer than cherubs in paintings—a creature who seemed to shed light. With his permission, my mother had asked the girl’s rustic guardians to give her to them. The peasants were fond of the sweet orphan. Her presence had seemed a blessing to them, but it would be unfair to keep her in poverty and want when fate afforded her such powerful protection. They consulted their village priest, and the result was that Elizabeth Lavenza came parents’ house—my more than sister—the beautiful and adored companion of all my occupations and my pleasures.
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Everyone loved Elizabeth. The reverential attachment with which all regarded her became, while I shared it, my pride and my delight. On the evening previous to her being brought to my home, my mother had said playfully, “I have a pretty present for my Victor—tomorrow he shall have it.” And when she presented Elizabeth to me as her promised gift, I, with childish seriousness, interpreted her words literally and looked upon Elizabeth as mine—mine to protect, love, and cherish. We called each other familiarly by the name of cousin. She was more than my sister, since till death she was to be mine only.


Chapter 2

WE were brought up together; there was not quite a year difference in our ages. Harmony was the soul of our companionship; our differences drew us together. Elizabeth was calmer and more focused, but, with all my passion, I was capable and more deeply smitten with the thirst for knowledge. She busied herself with the poets, and in the majestic scenes which surrounded our Swiss home—the sublime shapes of the mountains, the changes of the seasons, stormy and calm, the silence of winter, and the life and turbulence of our Alpine summers. While my companion contemplated the magnificent appearances of things, I delighted in investigating their causes. The world was to me a secret which I desired to understand. Curiosity and earnest research to learn the hidden laws of nature are among the earliest sensations I can remember.

On the birth of a second son, my junior by seven years, my parents gave up entirely their wandering life and fixed themselves in their native country. We possessed a house in Geneva, and a country house on Belrive, the eastern shore of the lake, about three miles from the city. We resided principally in the latter, and the lives of my parents were passed in considerable seclusion. It was my temper to avoid a crowd and to attach myself to only a few people. I was indifferent to my school-fellows, but I had one close friend there. Henry Clerval was the son of a merchant of Geneva. He was a boy of singular talent and fancy. He loved enterprise, hardship, and even danger for its own sake. He read books of chivalry and romance. He composed heroic songs and wrote tales of enchantment and knightly adventure. He tried to make us act in plays and to enter into masquerades in which the characters were drawn from the heroes of Roncesvalles, the Round Table of King Arthur, and the chivalrous train who shed their blood to redeem the holy sepulcher from the hands of the infidels.

No human being could have passed a happier childhood than myself. My parents were kind and indulgent. When I mingled with other families I saw how fortunate I was.

My temper was sometimes violent, and my passions strong; but by some law in my nature they were turned not towards childish pursuits but to an eager desire to learn about the secrets of heaven and earth. Whether it was the outward substance of things or the inner spirit of nature and the mysterious soul of man that fascinated me, I studied the physical secrets of the world.

Meanwhile, Clerval was fascinated by the virtues of heroes. The actions of men were his theme, and his dream was to be recorded in stories as gallant and adventurous. The saintly soul of Elizabeth shone in our peaceful home. Her smile, her soft voice, and the sweet glance of her heavenly eyes were ever there to bless and animate us. She was the living spirit of love to soften and attract; she was there to subdue me to a semblance of her own gentleness. And Clerval—he might not have been so thoughtful in his generosity, so full of kindness and tenderness amidst his passion for adventurous exploit, had she not shown him the real loveliness of kindness and made doing good the end and aim of his soaring ambition.

I love recalling my childhood, before misfortune tainted my mind and heart. Besides, it helps me to understand how I got here. How my passion for science swept away all my hopes and joys and sealed my fate. I desire, therefore, in this narration, to explain what led to my interest in that science. When I was thirteen years of age, we all went on a pleasure trip to the baths near Thonon; bad weather kept us confined to the inn for a day. In this house I found a volume of the works of the scholar Cornelius Agrippa. I opened it with little interest; his theories soon changed this feeling into enthusiasm. A new light dawned upon my mind, and bounding with joy, I communicated my discovery to my father. My father looked at the title page of my book and said, “Ah! Cornelius Agrippa! My dear Victor, do not waste your time upon this; it is sad trash.”
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