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The watch on his wrist reads: 4:45 a.m., as the lone balding middle-age man stands 
shivering in the cold bite of the morning breeze in front of a darkened storefront in the middle of 
an old strip shopping center on the edge of town. This could be the edge of ‘hell’ as far as he is 
concerned, for he had been laid off of his job of ten years as an accountant just a few weeks ago, 
and now survival and the desperation to be a good provider for his wife and children (left behind 
in a small town in the swampland of lower Louisiana) had led him to here, a big Texas city over a 
hundred miles away from his home, family and close friends. 
 

A huge and ominous neon orange moon floated up high in the gray soupy and murky 
clouds that passed by swiftly, and from time to time exposed clear black skies that sparkled with 
bright stars, twinkling like tiny fires in the almost barren atmosphere, and then a lone tear slipped 
and slid down his reddened cheek. 
 



Of course, he had never saw that the layoff was coming. He had worked hard and had 
given the company all the extra un-paid hours they wanted from him, never complaining. He just 
wanted to have the security of a full-time job and some reasonable health and medical benefits to 
assure he could take care of his family correctly in these god-awful times. And he was the sole 
breadwinner, because he and his wife had decided she should stay home and take care of the 
house and their children. 
 

Then unexpectedly like a brash and shameless slap in the proverbial face, the softening 
economy suddenly took a ninety-degree nosedive, and the horrible events of September 11th along 
with the quick push for a war in Iraq added to the financial problems weakening their personal 
world. For not only had the economy affected their personal well-being and make their savings 
disappear, it also had made the bean counters begin to conspire, and the managers’ start trimming 
their employees to almost nothing, assuring they could make a bigger profit for their company. 
 

They coldly replaced him with three pimple-faced fresh college grads with almost no 
real-world experience at all. All school-sense and no damn commonsense. The reining corporate 
sharks (barely out of damn business school themselves) had eliminated him because he would 
never fit into their ridiculous pop-oriented culture where the rich were the only ones benefiting, 
nor the speculative future business plans of their sacred and ridiculous vision for the company… 
 

One at a time, the others began to arrive in front of the Labor Pool. They came in all 
colors and shapes and sizes, all different educational levels, opinions, religions and ages. Each of 
these individuals had hope to get out for a day on a temporary job ticket just to make a few bucks 
for their unskilled labor (it did not matter that some had years of job experience and college 
degrees, at the Labor Pool you were “unskilled labor”), and then proudly hiding the dishonor of 
the way they were used for the day, get quickly paid for their hard work and leave the place to go 
on living their lives. 
 

Some wanted the money they would make (usually under $40 after federal and local 
taxes and social security deductions) for cigarettes and cheap booze, and some needed it for rent 
and food. Some had ambitions for a bright and sunny future in the horizon, and others really 
didn’t give a damn if they lived to face the next morning. Expressions of gloom and 
dissatisfaction were the rule, rather than the exception. This was not a happy or a satisfying place 
to be, you had to take jobs you really did not like, and you were often treated with no dignity, 
respect or humanity. Such was the way of the Labor Pool. 
 

If you did work hard and never ever complained, you might stay at the same place for 
quite a while, but you were always looked upon as an ‘outsider’ by the other personnel hired 
directly by the company to work for them. The guys and gals that had been sent over from the 
Labor Pool were commonly considered the scum and slime of the earth. This of course, was only 
the assumption of these other company employees who acted selfishly as though they were of a 
better grade stock and previous job experience than the temps. 
 

The opinion was if someone was working out of a labor pool, then they didn’t have what 
it took to qualify for a good permanent position with any company. And perhaps that might have 
been true at one time in America, but now times are totally different. There are a lot less full-time 
jobs available, and too many people are competing for these positions. There are fewer employee 
benefits, and even part-time positions are scarce. It seems sadly that only the rich are getting 
richer, and the middle class and the lower class must suffer for just trying to survive and keep 
their heads up above the water. 
 



The immigrant situation isn’t helping either; more and more undocumented workers are 
flooding the borders and taking the work away from legitimate American citizens. Of course, 
these immigrants have good reasons to do this, they have families and there is no work in their 
countries to support their personal and family needs either. They too want a part of the American 
dream. American was born of the dreams of immigrants, and it is even worth the chance of dying 
in the back of a hot dark eighteen-wheeler trailer or a filthy rail car to get to the big city in the 
U.S. where they can stand on corners, or by the railroad tracks, or work out of the hundreds of 
small unregulated labor services without needing any proper documentation of any kind. 
 

A white window van pulls into the driveway from off the street, it’s headlights flashed off 
and then back on like a strange signal to the people waiting. Painted on the side in big block 
letters: THE LABOR POOL. The man driving the van pulls into a reserved parking spot in front 
of the door, slides out of the vehicle, and checks out the small army of people waiting for his 
arrival. He smiles a broken smile and unlocks the door for business to get started. The battered 
and unhappy crowd pile into the building and sit down in the chairs to wait for the man to call 
their name if they have already registered for work, the ones who have not begin to fill out the 
necessary forms on the counter. When they are through, they are told to sit down in chairs spread 
out through the building, each with a worn bible on it. 
 

The Labor Pool manager, Brother Bill, sits back in his comfortable high back leather 
chair and says nothing as he flips through his own old beat up bible, and every once in a while 
looks through the glass pay window of the secured office area and checks out the new arrivals 
through his bloodshot eyes. A well-dressed woman joins Brother Bill after a few moments, 
arriving in a nice new and shiny Cadillac, and begins to process the paperwork of the line of 
people who have never worked at the Labor Pool before. She takes their paper and tells them to 
have a seat until their name is called. 
 

The gentleman from Louisiana asks if it looks like there is going to be plenty of work 
today, and she glares up at him and sighs, then smiles and replies sarcastically: “No promises 
here,” and then asks him to join the others in the seats of the front lobby. He sits down in the cold 
brown aluminum chair and covers his eyes with his hands. And so, no one feels his uncertainty or 
notices his random tears… 

 

 

 

 

 

 
And now without further delay… 



 
Selected and With Commentary by G. W. Thomas 
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INTRODUCTION 

H. P. Lovecraft wrote in his essay, “Supernatural Horror in Literature” (1927): 
“The true weird tale has something more than secret murder, bloody bones, or a sheeted 
form clanking chains according to rule. A certain atmosphere of breathless and 
unexplainable dread ...” And that is why you are reading this book. Because you want to 
read stories of “unexplainable dread” as well as write them. 

That’s what this ebook is: a teaching reader of sorts. But I hope you will find it far 
more interesting than those you were tortured with in school. There will be no tests 
afterwards, no pop-quizzes on the minutia of the tales. Broad strokes. We will look at 
what the writer is doing, and hopefully make it plain to you how to do the same. I won’t 
intrude too much before the tale, just a quick note. I will reserve my comments for after 
each story, along with exercises you may or may not want to try. I do not recommend 
reading the commentaries before the stories since the discussion may ruin all interest and 
surprise. 

I want to say a little something about how I selected the stories in this book. The 
choices of old stories that I might include are legion. There are literally hundreds of great 
classics I could recommend to a new monster writer looking for inspiration. But not all 
stories have the same instructive quality. Let’s take for example the fine ghost story, 
“Man-size in Marble” by Edith Nesbit. This tale is your basic set up: a pair of 
supernatural nasties, narrator disregards, pays a terrible price story. Well written with 
living characters and a classic. But it offers little for our purposes here.  

The stories that are included have something more. They have a fine trick, a 
technique or some other quality. If it is a basic horror story structure I can recommend 
Mr. Dickens who lists the commonest chestnuts in “Christmas Ghosts”: the dead servant 
girl who killed herself for an unworthy lord, the phantom stain that can't be removed, the 
clock that strikes thirteen, heralding death, the phantom coach, the compact that brings a 
friend back from the dead, the girl who sees her own dead self in premonition of her 
death, the distant relative who appears but has really died in a far country, and the 
orphan boy who was killed cruelly but appears to maiden aunts. You can add to this the 
perennial monster favorite: man finds monster and is eaten. There are probably a dozen 
more we haven’t mentioned. 

There is nothing wrong with these plots for it is what a writer brings to the story 
that makes it special. Still, I am striving to do a little more here. To give the writer a few 
other colors in his pencil box, if you will. If I fail to add anything to your knowledge of 
horror writing, then I can take comfort in knowing you had a good read all the same. 

GW 

 

The Valley of the Spiders 



By H G Wells 
 

H. G. Wells (1866-1946) has place-of-pride in this collection, for he has inspired more 
monster-related media than anyone else. How many B-Movies, comics and novels have 
drawn their inspiration from a Wells’ story, be it intelligent or giant insects, invisible 
people, giant animals, alien invasions, etc.? Wells saw himself as a Socialist and a social 
reformer but in monster circles he is the King of the Critters.  

 
 
TOWARDS mid-day the three pursuers came abruptly round a bend in the torrent bed 
upon the sight of a very broad and spacious valley. The difficult and winding trench of 
pebbles along which they had tracked the fugitives for so long, expanded to a broad 
slope, and with a common impulse the three men left the trail, and rode to a little 
eminence set with olive-dun trees, and there halted, the two others, as became them, a 
little behind the man with the silver-studded bridle. 
 
 For a space they scanned the great expanse below them with eager eyes. It 
spread remoter and remoter, with only a few clusters of sere thorn bushes here and there, 
and the dim suggestions of some now waterless ravine, to break its desolation of yellow 
grass. Its purple distances melted at last into the bluish slopes of the further hills-- hills it 
might be of a greener kind--and above them invisibly supported, and seeming indeed to 
hang in the blue, were the snowclad summits of mountains that grew larger and bolder to 
the north-westward as the sides of the valley drew together. And westward the valley 
opened until a distant darkness under the sky told where the forests began. But the three 
men looked neither east nor west, but only steadfastly across the valley. 
 
 The gaunt man with the scarred lip was the first to speak. "Nowhere," he said, 
with a sigh of disappointment in his voice. "But after all, they had a full day's start." 
 
 "They don't know we are after them," said the little man on the white horse. 
 
 "She would know," said the leader bitterly, as if speaking to himself. 
 
 "Even then they can't go fast. They've got no beast but the mule, and all to-day 
the girl's foot has been bleeding---" 
 
 The man with the silver bridle flashed a quick intensity of rage on him. "Do you 
think I haven't seen that?" he snarled. 
 
 "It helps, anyhow," whispered the little man to himself. 
 
 The gaunt man with the scarred lip stared impassively. "They can't be over the 
valley," he said. "If we ride hard--" 
 
 He glanced at the white horse and paused. 
 



 "Curse all white horses!" said the man with the silver bridle, and turned to scan 
the beast his curse included. 
 
 The little man looked down between the melancholy ears of his steed. 
 
 "I did my best," he said. 
 
 The two others stared again across the valley for a space. The gaunt man passed 
the back of his hand across the scarred lip. 
 
 "Come up!" said the man who owned the silver bridle, suddenly. The little man 
started and jerked his rein, and the horse hoofs of the three made a multitudinous faint 
pattering upon the withered grass as they turned back towards the trail. . . . 
 
 They rode cautiously down the long slope before them, and so came through a 
waste of prickly, twisted bushes and strange dry shapes of horny branches that grew 
amongst the rocks, into the levels below. And there the trail grew faint, for the soil was 
scanty, and the only herbage was this scorched dead straw that lay upon the ground. Still, 
by hard scanning, by leaning beside the horses' necks and pausing ever and again, even 
these white men could contrive to follow after their prey. 
 
 There were trodden places, bent and broken blades of the coarse grass, and ever 
and again the sufficient intimation of a footmark. And once the leader saw a brown smear 
of blood where the half-caste girl may have trod. And at that under his breath he cursed 
her for a fool. 
 
 The gaunt man checked his leader's tracking, and the little man on the white 
horse rode behind, a man lost in a dream. They rode one after another, the man with the 
silver bridle led the way, and they spoke never a word. After a time it came to the little 
man on the white horse that the world was very still. He started out of his dream. Besides 
the little noises of their horses and equipment, the whole great valley kept the brooding 
quiet of a painted scene. 
 
 Before him went his master and his fellow, each intently leaning forward to the 
left, each impassively moving with the paces of his horse; their shadows went before 
them--still, noiseless, tapering attendants; and nearer a crouched cool shape was his own. 
He looked about him. What was it had gone? Then he remembered the reverberation 
from the banks of the gorge and the perpetual accompaniment of shifting, jostling 
pebbles. And, moreover--? There was no breeze. That was it! What a vast, still place it 
was, a monotonous afternoon slumber. And the sky open and blank, except for a sombre 
veil of haze that had gathered in the upper valley. 
 
 He straightened his back, fretted with his bridle, puckered his lips to whistle, 
and simply sighed. He turned in his saddle for a time, and stared at the throat of the 
mountain gorge out of which they had come. Blank! Blank slopes on either side, with 



never a sign of a decent beast or tree--much less a man. What a land it was! What a 
wilderness! He dropped again into his former pose. 
 
 It filled him with a momentary pleasure to see a wry stick of purple black flash 
out into the form of a snake, and vanish amidst the brown. After all, the infernal valley 
was alive. And then, to rejoice him still more, came a little breath across his face, a 
whisper that came and went, the faintest inclination of a stiff black-antlered bush upon a 
little crest, the first intimations of a possible breeze. Idly he wetted his finger, and held it 
up. 
 
 He pulled up sharply to avoid a collision with the gaunt man, who had stopped 
at fault upon the trail. Just at that guilty moment he caught his master's eye looking 
towards him. 
 
 For a time he forced an interest in the tracking. Then, as they rode on again, he 
studied his master's shadow and hat and shoulder, appearing and disappearing behind the 
gaunt man's nearer contours. They had ridden four days out of the very limits of the 
world into this desolate place, short of water, with nothing but a strip of dried meat under 
their saddles, over rocks and mountains, where surely none but these fugitives had ever 
been before--for that! 
 
 And all this was for a girl, a mere wilful child! And the man had whole cityfuls 
of people to do his basest bidding--girls, women! Why in the name of passionate folly 
this one in particular? asked the little man, and scowled at the world, and licked his 
parched lips with a blackened tongue. It was the way of the master, and that was all he 
knew. Just because she sought to evade him. . . . 
 
 His eye caught a whole row of high plumed canes bending in unison, and then 
the tails of silk that hung before his neck flapped and fell. The breeze was growing 
stronger. Somehow it took the stiff stillness out of things--and that was well. 
 
 "Hullo!" said the gaunt man. 
 
 All three stopped abruptly. 
 
 "What?" asked the master. "What?" 
 
 "Over there," said the gaunt man, pointing up the valley. 
 
 "What?" 
 
 "Something coming towards us." 
 
 And as he spoke a yellow animal crested a rise and came bearing down upon 
them. It was a big wild dog, coming before the wind, tongue out, at a steady pace, and 
running with such an intensity of purpose that he did not seem to see the horsemen he 



approached. He ran with his nose up, following, it was plain, neither scent nor quarry. As 
he drew nearer the little man felt for his sword. "He's mad," said the gaunt rider. 
 
 "Shout!" said the little man, and shouted. 
 
 The dog came on. Then when the little man's blade was already out, it swerved 
aside and went panting by them and past. The eyes of the little man followed its flight. 
"There was no foam," he said. For a space the man with the silver-studded bridle stared 
up the valley. "Oh, come on!" he cried at last. "What does it matter?" and jerked his horse 
into movement again. 
 
 The little man left the insoluble mystery of a dog that fled from nothing but the 
wind, and lapsed into profound musings on human character. "Come on!" he whispered 
to himself. "Why should it be given to one man to say 'Come on!' with that stupendous 
violence of effect. Always, all his life, the man with the silver bridle has been saying that. 
If _I_ said it--!" thought the little man. But people marvelled when the master was 
disobeyed even in the wildest things. This half-caste girl seemed to him, seemed to every 
one, mad--blasphemous almost. The little man, by way of comparison, reflected on the 
gaunt rider with the scarred lip, as stalwart as his master, as brave and, indeed, perhaps 
braver, and yet for him there was obedience, nothing but to give obedience duly and 
stoutly. . . 
 
 Certain sensations of the hands and knees called the little man back to more 
immediate things. He became aware of something. He rode up beside his gaunt fellow. 
"Do you notice the horses?" he said in an undertone. 
 
 The gaunt face looked interrogation. 
 
 "They don't like this wind," said the little man, and dropped behind as the man 
with the silver bridle turned upon him. 
 
 "It's all right," said the gaunt-faced man. 
 
 They rode on again for a space in silence. The foremost two rode downcast 
upon the trail, the hindmost man watched the haze that crept down the vastness of the 
valley, nearer and nearer, and noted how the wind grew in strength moment by moment. 
Far away on the left he saw a line of dark bulks--wild hog perhaps, galloping down the 
valley, but of that he said nothing, nor did he remark again upon the uneasiness of the 
horses. 
 
 And then he saw first one and then a second great white ball, a great shining 
white ball like a gigantic head of thistle-down, that drove before the wind athwart the 
path. These balls soared high in the air, and dropped and rose again and caught for a 
moment, and hurried on and passed, but at the sight of them the restlessness of the horses 
increased. 
 



 Then presently he saw that more of these drifting globes--and then soon very 
many more--were hurrying towards him down the valley. 
 
 They became aware of a squealing. Athwart the path a huge boar rushed, 
turning his head but for one instant to glance at them, and then hurling on down the 
valley again. And at that, all three stopped and sat in their saddles, staring into the 
thickening haze that was coming upon them. 
 
 "If it were not for this thistle-down--" began the leader. 
 
 But now a big globe came drifting past within a score of yards of them. It was 
really not an even sphere at all, but a vast, soft, ragged, filmy thing, a sheet gathered by 
the corners, an aerial jelly-fish, as it were, but rolling over and over as it advanced, and 
trailing long, cobwebby threads and streamers that floated in its wake. 
 
 "It isn't thistle-down," said the little man. 
 
 "I don't like the stuff," said the gaunt man. 
 
 And they looked at one another. 
 
 "Curse it!" cried the leader. "The air's full of it up there. If it keeps on at this 
pace long, it will stop us altogether." 
 
 An instinctive feeling, such as lines out a herd of deer at the approach of some 
ambiguous thing, prompted them to turn their horses to the wind, ride forward for a few 
paces, and stare at that advancing multitude of floating masses. They came on before the 
wind with a sort of smooth swiftness, rising and falling noiselessly, sinking to earth, 
rebounding high, soaring--all with a perfect unanimity, with a still, deliberate assurance. 
 
 Right and left of the horsemen the pioneers of this strange army passed. At one 
that rolled along the ground, breaking shapelessly and trailing out reluctantly into long 
grappling ribbons and bands, all three horses began to shy and dance. The master was 
seized with a sudden unreasonable impatience. He cursed the drifting globes roundly. 
"Get on!" he cried; "get on! What do these things matter? How can they matter? 
Back to the trail!" He fell swearing at his horse and sawed the bit across its mouth. 
 
 He shouted aloud with rage. "I will follow that trail, I tell you!" he cried. 
"Where is the trail?" 
 
 He gripped the bridle of his prancing horse and searched amidst the grass. A 
long and clinging thread fell across his face, a grey streamer dropped about his bridle-
arm, some big, active thing with many legs ran down the back of his head. He looked up 
to discover one of those grey masses anchored as it were above him by these things and 
flapping out ends as a sail flaps when a boat comes, about—but noiselessly. 
 



 He had an impression of many eyes, of a dense crew of squat bodies, of long, 
many-jointed limbs hauling at their mooring ropes to bring the thing down upon him. For 
a space he stared up, reining in his prancing horse with the instinct born of years of 
horsemanship. Then the flat of a sword smote his back, and a blade flashed overhead and 
cut the drifting balloon of spider-web free, and the whole mass lifted softly and drove 
clear and away. 
 
 "Spiders!" cried the voice of the gaunt man. "The things are full of big spiders! 
Look, my lord!" 
 
 The man with the silver bridle still followed the mass that drove away. 
 
 "Look, my lord!" 
 
 The master found himself staring down at a red, smashed thing on the ground 
that, in spite of partial obliteration, could still wriggle unavailing legs. Then when the 
gaunt man pointed to another mass that bore down upon them, he drew his sword hastily. 
Up the valley now it was like a fog bank torn to rags. He tried to grasp the situation. 
 
 "Ride for it!" the little man was shouting. "Ride for it down the valley." 
 
 What happened then was like the confusion of a battle. The man with the silver 
bridle saw the little man go past him slashing furiously at imaginary cobwebs, saw him 
cannon into the horse of the gaunt man and hurl it and its rider to earth. His own horse 
went a dozen paces before he could rein it in. Then he looked up to avoid imaginary 
dangers, and then back again to see a horse rolling on the ground, the gaunt man standing 
and slashing over it at a rent and fluttering mass of grey that streamed and wrapped about 
them both. And thick and fast as thistle-down on waste land on a windy day in July, the 
cobweb masses were coming on. 
 
 The little man had dismounted, but he dared not release his horse. He was 
endeavouring to lug the struggling brute back with the strength of one arm, while with the 
other he slashed aimlessly, The tentacles of a second grey mass had entangled themselves 
with the struggle, and this second grey mass came to its moorings, and slowly sank. 
 
 The master set his teeth, gripped his bridle, lowered his head, and spurred his 
horse forward. The horse on the ground rolled over, there were blood and moving shapes 
upon the flanks, and the gaunt man, suddenly leaving it, ran forward towards his master, 
perhaps ten paces. His legs were swathed and encumbered with grey; he made ineffectual 
movements with his sword. Grey streamers waved from him; there was a thin veil of grey 
across his face. With his left hand he beat at something on his body, and suddenly he 
stumbled and fell. He struggled to rise, and fell again, and suddenly, horribly, began to 
howl, "Oh--ohoo, ohooh!" 
 
 The master could see the great spiders upon him, and others upon the ground. 
 



 As he strove to force his horse nearer to this gesticulating, screaming grey 
object that struggled up and down, there came a clatter of hoofs, and the little man, in act 
of mounting, swordless, balanced on his belly athwart the white horse, and clutching its 
mane, whirled past. And again a clinging thread of grey gossamer swept across the 
master's face. All about him, and over him, it seemed this drifting, noiseless cobweb 
circled and drew nearer him. . . 
 
 
 To the day of his death he never knew just how the event of that moment 
happened. Did he, indeed, turn his horse, or did it really of its own accord stampede after 
its fellow? Suffice it that in another second he was galloping full tilt down the valley with 
his sword whirling furiously overhead. And all about him on the quickening breeze, the 
spiders' airships, their air bundles and air sheets, seemed to him to hurry in a conscious 
pursuit. 
 
 Clatter, clatter, thud, thud--the man with the silver bridle rode, heedless of his 
direction, with his fearful face looking up now right, now left, and his sword arm ready to 
slash. And a few hundred yards ahead of him, with a tail of torn cobweb trailing behind 
him, rode the little man on the white horse, still but imperfectly in the saddle. The reeds 
bent before them, the wind blew fresh and strong, over his shoulder the master could see 
the webs hurrying to overtake. . . 
 
 He was so intent to escape the spiders' webs that only as his horse gathered 
together for a leap did he realise the ravine ahead. And then he reaIised it only to 
misunderstand and interfere. He was leaning forward on his horse's neck and sat up and 
back all too late. 
 
 But if in his excitement he had failed to leap, at any rate he had not forgotten 
how to fall. He was horseman again in mid-air. He came off clear with a mere bruise 
upon his shoulder, and his horse rolled, kicking spasmodic legs, and lay still. But the 
master's sword drove its point into the hard soil, and snapped clean across, as though 
Chance refused him any longer as her Knight, and the splintered end missed his face by 
an inch or so. 
 
 He was on his feet in a moment, breathlessly scanning the onrushing spider-
webs. For a moment he was minded to run, and then thought of the ravine, and turned 
back. He ran aside once to dodge one drifting terror, and then he was swiftly clambering 
down the precipitous sides, and out of the touch of the gale. 
 
 There under the lee of the dry torrent's steeper banks he might crouch, and 
watch these strange, grey masses pass and pass in safety till the wind fell, and it became 
possible to escape. And there for a long time he crouched, watching the strange, grey, 
ragged masses trail their streamers across his narrowed sky. 
 
 Once a stray spider fell into the ravine close beside him—a full foot it measured 
from leg to leg, and its body was half a man's hand-- and after he had watched its 



monstrous alacrity of search and escape for a little while, and tempted it to bite his 
broken sword, he lifted up his iron-heeled boot and smashed it into a pulp. He swore as 
he did so, and for a time sought up and down for another. 
 
 Then presently, when he was surer these spider swarms could not drop into the 
ravine, he found a place where he could sit down, and sat and fell into deep thought and 
began after his manner to gnaw his knuckles and bite his nails. And from this he was 
moved by the coming of the man with the white horse. 
 
 He heard him long before he saw him, as a clattering of hoofs, stumbling 
footsteps, and a reassuring voice. Then the little man appeared, a rueful figure, still with a 
tail of white cobweb trailing behind him. They approached each other without speaking, 
without a salutation. The little man was fatigued and shamed to the pitch of hopeless 
bitterness, and came to a stop at last, face to face with his seated master. The latter 
winced a little under his dependant's eye. "Well?" he said at last, with no pretence of 
authority. 
 
 "You left him?" 
 
 "My horse bolted." 
 
 "I know. So did mine." 
 
 He laughed at his master mirthlessly. 
 
 "I say my horse bolted," said the man who once had a silver-studded bridle. 
 
 "Cowards both," said the little man. 
 
 The other gnawed his knuckle through some meditative moments, with his eye 
on his inferior. 
 
 "Don't call me a coward," he said at length. 
 
 "You are a coward like myself." 
 
 "A coward possibly. There is a limit beyond which every man must fear. That I 
have learnt at last. But not like yourself. That is where the difference comes in." 
 
 "I never could have dreamt you would have left him. He saved your life two 
minutes before. . . . Why are you our lord?" 
 
 The master gnawed his knuckles again, and his countenance was dark. 
 
 "No man calls me a coward," he said. "No. A broken sword is better than none. 
. . . One spavined white horse cannot be expected to carry two men a four days' journey. I 



hate white horses, but this time it cannot be helped. You begin to understand me? . . . I 
perceive that you are minded, on the strength of what you have seen and fancy, to taint 
my reputation. It is men of your sort who unmake kings. Besides which--I never liked 
you." 
 
 "My lord!" said the little man. 
 
 "No," said the master. "No!" 
 
 He stood up sharply as the little man moved. For a minute perhaps they faced 
one another. Overhead the spiders' balls went driving. There was a quick movement 
among the pebbles; a running of feet, a cry of despair, a gasp and a blow. . . 
 
 
 Towards nightfall the wind fell. The sun set in a calm serenity, and the man 
who had once possessed the silver bridle came at last very cautiously and by an easy 
slope out of the ravine again; but now he led the white horse that once belonged to the 
little man. He would have gone back to his horse to get his silver-mounted bridle again, 
but he feared night and a quickening breeze might still find him in the valley, and besides 
he disliked greatly to think he might discover his horse all swathed in cobwebs and 
perhaps unpleasantly eaten. 
 
 And as he thought of those cobwebs and of all the dangers he had been through, 
and the manner in which he had been preserved that day, his hand sought a little reliquary 
that hung about his neck, and he clasped it for a moment with heartfelt gratitude. As he 
did so his eyes went across the valley. 
 
 "I was hot with passion," he said, "and now she has met her reward. They also, 
no doubt--" 
 
 And behold! Far away out of the wooded slopes across the valley, but in the 
clearness of the sunset distinct and unmistakable, he saw a little spire of smoke. 
 
 At that his expression of serene resignation changed to an amazed anger. 
Smoke? He turned the head of the white horse about, and hesitated. And as he did so a 
little rustle of air went through the grass about him. Far away upon some reeds swayed a 
tattered sheet of grey. He looked at the cobwebs; he looked at the smoke. 
 
 "Perhaps, after all, it is not them," he said at last. 
 
 But he knew better. 
 
 After he had stared at the smoke for some time, he mounted the white horse. 
 



 As he rode, he picked his way amidst stranded masses of web. For some reason 
there were many dead spiders on the ground, and those that lived feasted guiltily on their 
fellows. At the sound of his horse's hoofs they fled. 
 
 Their time had passed. From the ground without either a wind to carry them or a 
winding sheet ready, these things, for all their poison, could do him little evil.  He flicked 
with his belt at those he fancied came too near. Once, where a number ran together over a 
bare place, he was minded to dismount and trample them with his boots, but this impulse 
he overcame. Ever and again he turned in his saddle, and looked back at the smoke. 
 
 "Spiders," he muttered over and over again. "Spiders! Well, well. . . . The next 
time I must spin a web.” 
 

 

COMMENTARY 
 

H. G. Wells’ monsters are often normal creatures acting in a new way: ants that use 
weapons, chickens of giant size, plants that hunt men, etc. The spiders in “The Valley of 
the Spiders” are no different. Acting cooperatively they take on a new menace that 
ordinary spiders would not have. It is interesting to note that Wells wrote this story before 
Tolkien’s The Hobbit, before John Wyndham’s Web and any other stories featuring giant 
killer spiders. Wells was always an innovator. 
 
As an editor I often receive stories that amount to little more than “a person is killed by a 
monster.” This is not inherently a bad story but it is a flimsy plot when the emotional 
quality is about as powerful as my summary. The monster writer needs to invest some 
kind of emotional or thematic struggle into the story as well. H. G. Wells does this in 
“The Valley of the Spiders” with his unnamed characters. The cruel man with a silver 
bridle and his lieutenants face the terror of the spiders and learn something about 
themselves. Monsters are terrible events against which the character of each man or 
woman will show through. Imagine this same story if it had been four friends who ride 
into the valley and get eaten by spiders. It would not be this story nor would it be a good 
story. The inner struggle between the chief and his men as well as their hunt for the two 
escapees gives the story purpose, movement and emotion.  
 

EXERCISES 
 

Write a story: 
 
- with the main plot: a Person is killed by a Monster. Use that plot to say something 

else. (For example, it is better to be free and dead than alive and a slave.) 
- with an animal that is perceived as tame, helpful or safe and make them evil, 

nasty and deadly.  
- from the monster’s point-of-view. 

 



 

 
 
 

WAILING WELL 
By M.R. James 

 

M. R. James (1862-1936) was one of the last masters of the Victorian ghost story. He 
wrote thirty-three gems during his years at Eton, where he would read a story every 
Christmas Eve. He was honored with getting to write a miniature book for Queen 
Victoria’s  doll house. “Wailing Well” was one of M. R. James final stories, written as a 
campfire read for a troop of boy scouts. “Wailing Well” appeared in The Collected 
Ghost Stories of M.R. James (1931).  

 

 IN the year 19— there were two members of the Troop of Scouts attached to a famous 
school, named respectively Arthur Wilcox and Stanley Judkins. They were the same age, 
boarded in the same house, were in the same division, and naturally were members of the 
same patrol. They were so much alike in appearance as to cause anxiety and trouble, and 
even irritation, to the masters who came in contact with them. But oh how different were 
they in their inward man, or boy!  

It was to Arthur Wilcox that the Head Master said, looking up with a smile as the 
boy entered chambers, "Why, Wilcox, there will be a deficit in the prize fund if you stay 
here much longer! Here, take this handsomely bound copy of the Life and Works of 
Bishop Ken, and with it my hearty congratulations to yourself and your excellent 
parents." It was Wilcox again, whom the Provost noticed as he passed through the 
playing fields, and, pausing for a moment, observed to the Vice-Provost, "That lad has a 
remarkable brow!" "Indeed, yes," said the Vice-Provost. "It denotes either genius or 
water on the brain."  

As a Scout, Wilcox secured every badge and distinction for which he competed. 
The Cookery Badge, the Map-making Badge, the Life-saving Badge, the Badge for 
picking up bits of newspaper, the Badge for not slamming the door when leaving pupil-
room, and many others. Of the Life-saving Badge I may have a word to say when we 
come to treat of Stanley Judkins.  



You cannot be surprised to hear that Mr. Hope Jones added a special verse to each 
of his songs, in commendation of Arthur Wilcox, or that the Lower Master burst into 
tears when handing him the Good Conduct Medal in its handsome claret-coloured case: 
the medal which had been unanimously voted to him by the whole of Third Form. 
Unanimously, did I say? I am wrong. There was one dissentient, Judkins mi., who said 
that he had excellent reasons for acting as he did. He shared, it seems, a room with his 
major. You cannot, again, wonder that in after years Arthur Wilcox was the first, and so 
far the only boy, to become Captain of both the School and of the Oppidans, or that the 
strain of carrying out the duties of both positions, coupled with the ordinary work of the 
school, was so severe that a complete rest for six months, followed by a voyage round the 
world, was pronounced an absolute necessity by the family doctor.  

It would be a pleasant task to trace the steps by which he attained the giddy 
eminence he now occupies; but for the moment enough of Arthur Wilcox. Time presses, 
and we must turn to a very different matter: the career of Stanley Judkins — Judkins ma.  

Stanley Judkins, like Arthur Wilcox, attracted the attention of the authorities; but 
in quite another fashion. It was to him that the Lower Master said, with no cheerful smile, 
"What, again, Judkins? A very little persistence in this course of conduct, my boy, and 
you will have cause to regret that you ever entered this academy. There, take that, and 
that, and think yourself very lucky you don't get that and that!" It was Judkins, again, 
whom the Provost had cause to notice as he passed through the playing fields, when a 
cricket ball struck him with considerable force on the ankle, and a voice from a short way 
off cried, "Thank you, cut-over!" "I think," said the Provost, pausing for a moment to rub 
his ankle, "that that boy had better fetch his cricket ball for himself!" "Indeed, yes," said 
the Vice-Provost, "and if he comes within reach, I will do my best to fetch him something 
else."  

As a Scout, Stanley Judkins secured no badge save those which he was able to 
abstract from members of other patrols. In the cookery competition he was detected 
trying to introduce squibs into the Dutch oven of the next-door competitors. In the 
tailoring competition he succeeded in sewing two boys together very firmly, with 
disastrous effect when they tried to get up. For the Tidiness Badge he was disqualified, 
because, in the Midsummer schooltime, which chanced to be hot, he could not be 
dissuaded from sitting with his fingers in the ink: as he said, for coolness' sake. For one 
piece of paper which he picked up, he must have dropped at least six banana skins or 
orange peels. Aged women seeing him approaching would beg him with tears in their 
eyes not to carry their pails of water across the road. They knew too well what the result 
would inevitably be. But it was in the life-saving competition that Stanley Judkins's 
conduct was most blameable and had the most far-reaching effects. The practice, as you 
know, was to throw a selected lower boy, of suitable dimensions, fully dressed, with his 
hands and feet tied together, into the deepest part of Cuckoo Weir, and to time the Scout 
whose turn it was to rescue him. On every occasion when he was entered for this 
competition Stanley Judkins was seized, at the critical moment, with a severe fit of 
cramp, which caused him to roll on the ground and utter alarming cries. This naturally 
distracted the attention of those present from the boy in the water, and had it not been for 



the presence of Arthur Wilcox the death-roll would have been a heavy one. As it was, the 
Lower Master found it necessary to take a firm line and say that the competition must be 
discontinued. It was in vain that Mr. Beasley Robinson represented to him that in five 
competitions only four lower boys had actually succumbed. The Lower Master said that 
he would be the last to interfere in any way with the work of the Scouts; but that three of 
these boys had been valued members of his choir, and both he and Dr. Ley felt that the 
inconvenience caused by the losses outweighed the advantages of the competitions. 
Besides, the correspondence with the parents of these boys had become annoying, and 
even distressing: they were no longer satisfied with the printed form which he was in the 
habit of sending out, and more than one of them had actually visited Eton and taken up 
much of his valuable time with complaints. So the life-saving competition is now a thing 
of the past.  

In short, Stanley Judkins was no credit to the Scouts, and, there was talk on more 
than one occasion of informing him that his services were no longer required. This course 
was strongly advocated by Mr. Lambart: but in the end milder counsels prevailed, and it 
was decided to give him another chance.  

    

SO it is that we find him at the beginning of the Midsummer Holidays of 19— at the 
Scouts' camp in the beautiful district of W (or X) in the county of D (or Y).  

It was a lovely morning, and Stanley Judkins and one or two of his friends — for 
he still had friends — lay basking on the top of the down. Stanley was lying on his 
stomach with his chin propped on his hands, staring into the distance.  

"I wonder what that place is," he said.  

"Which place?" said one of the others.  

"That sort of clump in the middle of the field down there."  

"Oh, ah! How should I know what it is?"  

"What do you want to know for?" said another.  

"I don't know: I like the look of it. What's it called? Nobody got a map?" said 
Stanley. "Call yourselves Scouts!"  

"Here's a map all right," said Wilfred Pipsqueak, ever resourceful, "and there's the 
place marked on it. But it's inside the red ring. We can't go there."  

"Who cares about a red ring?" said Stanley. "But it's got no name on your silly 
map."  



"Well, you can ask this old chap what it's called if you're so keen to find out." 
"This old chap" was an old shepherd who had come up and was standing behind them.  

"Good morning, young gents," he said, "you've got a fine day for your doin's, ain't 
you?"  

"Yes, thank you," said Algernon de Montmorency, with native politeness. "Can 
you tell us what that clump over there's called? And what's that thing inside it?"  

"Course I can tell you," said the shepherd. "That's Wailin' Well, that is. But you 
ain't got no call to worry about that."  

"Is it a well in there?" said Algernon. "Who uses it?"  

The shepherd laughed. "Bless you," he said, "there ain't from a man to a sheep in 
these parts uses Wailin' Well, nor haven't done all the years I've lived here."  

"Well, there'll be a record broken to-day, then," said Stanley Judkins, "because I 
shall go and get some! water out of it for tea!"  

"Sakes alive, young gentleman!" said the shepherd in a startled voice, "don't you 
get to talkin' that way! Why, ain't your masters give you notice not to go by there? They'd 
ought to have done."  

"Yes, they have," said Wilfred Pipsqueak  

"Shut up, you ass!" said Stanley Judkins. "What's the matter with it? Isn't the 
water good? Anyhow, if it was boiled, it would be all right."  

"I don't know as there's anything much wrong with the water," said the shepherd. 
"All I know is, my old dog wouldn't go through that field, let alone me or anyone else 
that's got a morsel of brains in their heads."  

"More fool them," said Stanley Judkins, at once rudely and ungrammatically. 
"Who ever took any harm going there?" he added.  

"Three women and a man," said the shepherd gravely. "Now just you listen to me. 
I know these 'ere parts and you don't, and I can tell you this much: for these ten years last 
past there ain't been a sheep fed in that field, nor a crop raised off of it — and it's good 
land, too. You can pretty well see from here what a state it's got into with brambles and 
suckers and trash of all kinds. You've got a glass, young gentleman," he said to Wilfred 
Pipsqueak, "you can tell with that anyway."  

"Yes," said Wilfred, "but I see there's tracks in it. Someone must go through it 
sometimes."  



"Tracks!" said the shepherd. "I believe you! Four tracks: three women and a 
man."  

"What d'you mean, three women and a man?" said Stanley, turning over for the 
first time and looking at the shepherd (he had been talking with his back to him till this 
moment: he was an ill-mannered boy).  

"Mean? Why, what I says: three women and a man."  

"Who are they?" asked Algernon. "Why do they go there?"  

"There's some p'r'aps could tell you who they was," said the shepherd, "but it was 
afore my time they come by their end. And why they goes there still is more than the 
children of men can tell: except I've heard they was all bad 'uns when they was alive."  

"By George, what a rum thing!" Algernon and Wilfred muttered: but Stanley was 
scornful and bitter.  

"Why, you don't mean they're deaders? What rot! You must be a lot of fools to 
believe that. Who's ever seen them, I'd like to know?"  

"I've seen 'em, young gentleman!" said the shepherd, "seen 'em from near by on 
that bit of down: and my old dog, if he could speak, he'd tell you he've seen 'em, same 
time. About four o'clock of the day it was, much such a day as this. I see 'em, each one of 
'em, come peerin' out of the bushes and stand up, and work their way slow by them tracks 
towards the trees in the middle where the well is."  

"And what were they like? Do tell us!" said Algernon and Wilfred eagerly.  

"Rags and bones, young gentlemen: all four of 'em: flutterin' rags and whity 
bones. It seemed to me as if I could hear 'em clackin' as they got along. Very slow they 
went, and lookin' from side to side."  

"What were their faces like? Could you see?"  

"They hadn't much to call faces," said the shepherd, "but I could seem to see as 
they had teeth."  

"Lor'!" said Wilfred, "and what did they do when they got to the trees?"  

"I can't tell you that, sir," said the shepherd. "I wasn't for stayin' in that place, and 
if I had been, I was bound to look to my old dog: he'd gone! Such a thing he never done 
before as leave me; but gone he had, and when I came up with him in the end, he was in 
that state he didn't know me, and was fit to fly at my throat. But I kep' talkin' to him, and 
after a bit he remembered my voice and came creepin' up like a child askin' pardon. I 
never want to see him like that again, nor yet no other dog."  



The dog, who had come up and was making friends all round, looked up at his 
master, and expressed agreement with what he was saying very fully.  

The boys pondered for some moments on what they had heard: after which 
Wilfred said: "And why's it called Wailing Well?"  

"If you was round here at dusk of a winter's evening, you wouldn't want to ask 
why," was all the shepherd said.  

"Well, I don't believe a word of it," said Stanley Judkins, "and I'll go there next 
chance I get: blowed if I don't!"  

"Then you won't be ruled by me?" said the shepherd. "Nor yet by your masters as 
warned you off? Come now, young gentleman, you don't want for sense, I should say. 
What should I want tellin' you a pack of lies? It ain't sixpence to me anyone goin' in that 
field: but I wouldn't like to see a young chap snuffed out like in his prime."  

"I expect it's a lot more than sixpence to you," said Stanley. "I expect you've got a 
whisky still or something in there, and want to keep other people away. Rot I call it. 
Come on back, you boys."  

So they turned away. The two others said, "Good evening" and "Thank you" to 
the shepherd, but Stanley said nothing. The shepherd shrugged his shoulders and stood 
where he was, looking after them rather sadly.  

On the way back to the camp there was great argument about it all, and Stanley 
was told as plainly as he could be told all the sorts of fools he would be if he went to the 
Wailing Well.  

That evening, among other notices, Mr. Beasley Robinson asked if all maps had 
got the red ring marked on them. "Be particular," he said, "not to trespass inside it."  

Several voices — among them the sulky one of Stanley Judkins — said, "Why 
not, sir?"  

"Because not," said Mr. Beasley Robinson, "and if that isn't enough for you, I 
can't help it." He turned and spoke to Mr. Lambart in a low voice, and then said, "I'll tell 
you this much: we've been asked to warn Scouts off that field. It's very good of the 
people to let us camp here at all, and the least we can do is to oblige them — I'm sure 
you'll agree to that."  

Everybody said, "Yes, sir!" except Stanley Judkins, who was heard to mutter, 
"Oblige them be blowed!"  

   



EARLY in the afternoon of the next day, the following dialogue was heard. 
"Wilcox, is all your tent there?"  

"No, sir, Judkins isn't!"  

"That boy is the most infernal nuisance ever invented! Where do you suppose he 
is?"  

"I haven't an idea, sir."  

"Does anybody else know?"  

"Sir, I shouldn't wonder if he'd gone to the Wailing Well."  

"Who's that? Pipsqueak? What's the Wailing Well?"  

"Sir, it's that place in the field by — well, sir, it's in a clump of trees in a rough 
field."  

"D'you mean inside the red ring? Good heavens! What makes you think he's gone 
there?"  

"Why, he was terribly keen to know about it yesterday, and we were talking to a 
shepherd man, and he told us a lot about it and advised us not to go there: but Judkins 
didn't believe him, and said he meant to go."  

"Young ass!" said Mr. Hope Jones, "did he take anything with him?"  

"Yes, I think he took some rope and a can. We did tell him he'd be a fool to go."  

"Little brute! What the deuce does he mean by pinching stores like that! Well, 
come along, you three, we must see after him. Why can't people keep the simplest 
orders? What was it the man told you? No, don't wait, let's have it as we go along."  

And off they started — Algernon and Wilfred talking rapidly and the other two 
listening with growing concern. At last they reached that spur of down overlooking the 
field of which the shepherd had spoken the day before. It commanded the place 
completely; the well inside the dump of bent and gnarled Scotch firs was plainly visible, 
and so were the four tracks winding about among the thorns and rough growth.  

It was a wonderful day of shimmering heat. The sea looked like a floor of metal. 
There was no breath of wind. They were all exhausted when they got to the top, and flung 
themselves down on the hot grass.  



"Nothing to be seen of him yet," said Mr. Hope Jones, "but we must stop here a 
bit. You're done up — not to speak of me. Keep a sharp look-out," he went on after a 
moment, "I thought I saw the bushes stir."  

"Yes," said Wilcox, "so did I. Look . . . no, that can't be him. It's somebody 
though, putting their head up, isn't it?"  

"I thought it was, but I'm not sure."  

Silence for a moment. Then:  

"That's him, sure enough," said Wilcox, "getting over the hedge on the far side. 
Don't you see? With a shiny thing. That's the can you said he had."  

"Yes, it's him, and he's making straight for the trees," said Wilfred.  

At this moment Algernon, who had been staring with all his might, broke into a 
scream.  

"What's that on the track? On all fours — O, it's the woman. O, don't let me look 
at her! Don't let it happen!" And he rolled over, clutching at the grass and trying to bury 
his head in it.  

"Stop that!" said Mr. Hope Jones loudly — but it was no use. "Look here," he 
said, "I must go down there. You stop here, Wilfred, and look after that boy. Wilcox, you 
run as hard as you can to the camp and get some help."  

They ran off, both of them. Wilfred was left alone with Algernon, and did his best 
to calm him, but indeed he was not much happier himself. From time to time he glanced 
down the hill and into the held. He saw Mr. Hope Jones drawing nearer at a swift pace, 
and then, to his great surprise, he saw him stop, look up and round about him, and turn 
quickly off at an angle! What could be the reason? He looked at the field, and there he 
saw a terrible figure — something in ragged black — with whitish patches breaking out 
of it: the head, perched on a long thin neck, half hidden by a shapeless sort of blackened 
sun-bonnet. The creature was waving thin arms in the direction of the rescuer who was 
approaching, as if to ward him off: and between the two figures the air seemed to shake 
and shimmer as he had never seen it: and as he looked, he began himself to feel 
something of a waviness and confusion in his brain, which made him guess what might 
be the effect on someone within closer range of the influence. He looked away hastily, to 
see Stanley Judkins making his way pretty quickly towards the clump, and in proper 
Scout fashion; evidently picking his steps with care to avoid treading on snapping sticks 
or being caught by arms of brambles. Evidently, though he saw nothing, he suspected 
some sort of ambush, and was trying to go noiselessly. Wilfred saw all that, and he saw 
more, too. With a sudden and dreadful sinking at the heart, he caught sight of someone 
among the trees, waiting: and again of someone — another of the hideous black figures 
— working slowly along the track from another side of the held, looking from side to 



side, as the shepherd had described it. Worst of all, he saw a fourth — unmistakably a 
man this time — rising out of the bushes a few yards behind the wretched Stanley, and 
painfully, as it seemed, crawling into the track. On all sides the miserable victim was cut 
off.  

WILFRED was at his wits' end. He rushed at Algernon and shook him. "Get up," 
he said. "Yell! Yell as loud as you can. Oh, if we'd got a whistle!"  

Algernon pulled himself together. "There's one," he said, "Wilcox's: he must have 
dropped it."  

So one whistled, the other screamed. In the still air the sound carried. Stanley 
heard: he stopped: he turned round: and then indeed a cry was heard more piercing and 
dreadful than any that the boys on the hill could raise. It was too late. The crouched 
figure behind Stanley sprang at him and caught him about the waist. The dreadful one 
that was standing waving her arms waved them again, but in exultation. The one that was 
lurking among the trees shuffled forward, and she too stretched out her arms as if to 
clutch at something coming her way; and the other, farthest off, quickened her pace and 
came on, nodding gleefully. The boys took it all in in an instant of terrible silence, and 
hardly could they breathe as they watched the horrid struggle between the man and his 
victim. Stanley struck with his can, the only weapon he had. The rim of a broken black 
hat fell off the creature's head and showed a white skull with stains that might be wisps of 
hair. By this time one of the women had reached the pair, and was pulling at the rope that 
was coiled about Stanley's neck. Between them they overpowered him in a moment: the 
awful screaming ceased, and then the three passed within the circle of the clump of firs.  

Yet for a moment it seemed as if rescue might come. Mr. Hope Jones, striding 
quickly along, suddenly stopped, turned, seemed to rub his eyes, and then started running 
towards the field. More: the boys glanced behind them, and saw not only a troop of 
figures from the camp coming over the top of the next down, but the shepherd running up 
the slope of their own hill. They beckoned, they shouted, they ran a few yards towards 
him and then back again. He mended his pace.  

Once more the boys looked towards the field. There was nothing. Or, was there 
something among the trees? Why was there a mist about the trees? Mr. Hope Jones had 
scrambled over the hedge, and was plunging through the bushes.  

The shepherd stood beside them, panting. They ran to him and clung to his arms. 
"They've got him! In the trees!" was as much as they could say, over and over again.  

"What? Do you tell me he've gone in there after all I said to him yesterday? Poor 
young thing! Poor young thing!" He would have said more, but other voices broke in. 
The rescuers from the camp had arrived. A few hasty words, and all were dashing down 
the hill.  



They had just entered the field when they met Mr. Hope Jones. Over his shoulder 
hung the corpse of Stanley Judkins. He had cut it from the branch to which he found it 
hanging, waving to and fro. There was not a drop of blood in the body.  

On the following day Mr. Hope Jones sallied forth with an axe and with the 
expressed intention of cutting down every tree in the clump, and of burning every bush in 
the field. He returned with a nasty cut in his leg and a broken axe-helve. Not a spark of 
fire could he light, and on no single tree could he make the least impression.  

I have heard that the present population of the Wailing Well field consists of three 
women, a man, and a boy.  

The shock experienced by Algernon de Montmorency and Wilfred Pipsqueak was 
severe. Both of them left the camp at once; and the occurrence undoubtedly cast a gloom 
— if but a passing one — on those who remained. One of the first to recover his spirits 
was Judkins mi.  

Such, gentlemen, is the story of the career of Stanley Judkins, and of a portion of 
the career of Arthur Wilcox. It has, I believe, never been told before. If it has a moral, 
that moral is, I trust, obvious: if it has none, I do not well know how to help it. 

 

COMMENTARY 

One of the great things about “Wailing Well” is that is never explained. The old shepherd 
implies that the zombie creatures were evil in life and therefore doomed to evil in death 
but no real explanation is given. Just as striking is how well he makes us believe the 
whole thing. We don’t say logically to ourselves: if zombies bothered people, the police 
or the army would come and destroy them. Instead we are carried along by James’ tale 
(which has a sneaky parable quality in the ending) without having any alarms going off. 
James did this by having everything observed by the scouts rather than telling the tale in 
the more immediate viewpoint of Mr. Hope Jones. It takes on the feel of a television 
broadcast that you can’t believe you are watching (like the destruction of the Twin 
Towers or the exploding of a space shuttle). By removing the action to an observer the 
writer has made us feel like powerless spectators. 

George Romero may owe his zombie franchise to Mr. James. “Wailing Well” forecasts 
much of what makes Night of the Living Dead (1968) a scary film. Both stories feature 
the maliciousness of the undead. James’ four lurkers have no qualms about killing a 
child. As with Romero’s living dead, you know they would attack their own mothers as 
much as anyone else. You can’t reason or trick or cajole the living dead. Like nature, they 
are an unstoppable wave. This can be a powerful feeling of dread if it can be imparted in 
your story. Romero presents this along with an ending that is a dark downer. James’ has 
the young Judkins rescued, but the ambiguity of the final parable may be as chilling. 



EXERCISES 

Write a story: 

- from an observer’s point-of-view. Make the story about someone else, who is 
being watched. 

- in which someone’s loved ones all turn into monsters. 
- in which monsters run rampant and the authorities do nothing.  

 

 

 

THE UPPER BERTH 
By F. Marion Crawford 

F. Marion Crawford (1854-1909) wrote a number of classic American ghost stories but 
his greatest work is surely, “The Upper Berth”. The story takes place at sea, a traditional 
location for many horror tales. I find it interesting to compare this story to the equally 
creepy “Second Night Out” by Frank Belknap Long. 

 

SOMEBODY asked for the cigars. We had talked long, and the conversation as 
beginning to languish; the tobacco smoke had got into the heavy curtains, he wine had 
got into those brains which were liable to become heavy, and it was already perfectly 
evident that, unless somebody did something to rouse our oppressed spirits, the meeting 
would soon come to its natural conclusion, and we, the guests, would speedily go home 
to bed, and most certainly to sleep. No one had said anything very remarkable; it may be 
that no one had anything very remarkable to say. Jones had given us every particular of 
his last hunting adventure in Yorkshire. Mr. Tompkins, of Boston, had explained at 
elaborate length those working principles, by the due and careful maintenance of which 
the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fé Railroad not only extended its territory, increased its 
departmental influence, and transported live stock without starving them to death before 
the day of actual delivery, but, also, had for years succeeded in deceiving those 



passengers who bought its tickets into the fallacious belief that the corporation aforesaid 
was really able to transport human life without destroying it. Signor Tombola had 
endeavoured to persuade us, by arguments which we took no trouble to oppose, that the 
unity of his country in no way resembled the average modern torpedo, carefully planned, 
constructed with all the skill of the greatest European arsenals, but, when constructed, 
destined to be directed by feeble hands into a region where it must undoubtedly explode, 
unseen, unfeared, and unheard, into the illimitable wastes of political chaos. 

It is unnecessary to go into further details. The conversation had assumed 
proportions which would have bored Prometheus on his rock, which would have driven 
Tantalus to distraction, and which would have impelled Ixion to seek relaxation in the 
simple but instructive dialogues of Herr Ollendorff, rather than submit to the greater evil 
of listening to our talk. We had sat at table for hours; we were bored, we were tired, and 
nobody showed signs of moving. 

Somebody called for cigars. We all instinctively looked towards the speaker. 
Brisbane was a man of five-and-thirty years of age, and remarkable for those gifts which 
chiefly attract the attention of men. He was a strong man. The external proportions of his 
figure presented nothing extraordinary to the common eye, though his size was above the 
average. He was a little over six feet in height, and moderately broad in the shoulder; he 
did not appear to be stout, but, on the other hand, he was certainly not thin; his small head 
was supported by a strong and sinewy neck; his broad, muscular hands appeared to 
possess a peculiar skill in breaking walnuts without the assistance of the ordinary cracker, 
and, seeing him in profile, one could not help remarking the extraordinary breadth of his 
sleeves, and the unusual thickness of his chest. He was one of those men who are 
commonly spoken of among men as deceptive; that is to say, that though he looked 
exceedingly strong he was in reality very much stronger than he looked. Of his features I 
need say little. His head was small, his hair is thin, his eyes are blue, his nose is large, he 
has a small moustache, and a square jaw. Everybody knows Brisbane, and when he asked 
for a cigar everybody looked at him. 

"It is a very singular thing," said Brisbane. 

Everybody stopped talking. Brisbane's voice was not loud, but possessed a 
peculiar quality of penetrating general conversation, and cutting it like a knife. 
Everybody listened. Brisbane, perceiving that he had attracted their general attention, lit 
his cigar with great equanimity. 

"It is very singular," he continued, "that thing about ghosts. People are always 
asking whether anybody has seen a ghost. I have." 

"Bosh! What, you? You don't mean to say so, Brisbane? Well, for a man of his 
intelligence!" 

A chorus of exclamations greeted Brisbane's remarkable statement. Everybody 
called for cigars, and Stubbs, the butler, suddenly appeared from the depths of nowhere 



with a fresh bottle of dry champagne. The situation was saved; Brisbane was going to tell 
a story. 

I am an old sailor, said Brisbane, and as I have to cross the Atlantic pretty often, I 
have my favourites. Most men have their favourites. I have seen a man wait in a 
Broadway bar for three-quarters of an hour for a particular car which he liked. I believe 
the bar-keeper made at least one-third of his living by that man's preference. I have a 
habit of waiting for certain ships when I am obliged to cross that duck-pond. It may be a 
prejudice, but I was never cheated out of a good passage but once in my life. I remember 
it very well; it was a warm morning in June, and the Custom House officials, who were 
hanging about waiting for a steamer already on her way up from the Quarantine, 
presented a peculiarly hazy and thoughtful appearance. I had not much luggage -- I never 
have. I mingled with the crowd of passengers, porters, and officious individuals in blue 
coats and brass buttons, who seemed to spring up like mushrooms from the deck of a 
moored steamer to obtrude their unnecessary services upon the independent passenger. I 
have often noticed with a certain interest the spontaneous evolution of these fellows. 
They are not there when you arrive; five minutes after the pilot has called 'Go ahead!' 
they, or at least their blue coats and brass buttons, have disappeared from deck and 
gangway as completely as though they had been consigned to that locker which tradition 
ascribes to Davy Jones. But, at the moment of starting, they are there, clean shaved, blue 
coated, and ravenous for fees. I hastened on board. The Kamtschatka was one of my 
favourite ships. I saw was, because she emphatically no longer is. I cannot conceive of 
any inducement which could entice me to make another voyage in her. Yes, I know what 
you are going to say. She is uncommonly clean in the run aft, she has enough bluffing off 
in the bows to keep her dry, and the lower berths are most of them double. She has a lot 
of advantages, but I won't cross in her again. Excuse the digression. I got on board. I 
hailed a steward, whose red nose and redder whiskers were equally familiar to me. 

"One hundred and five, lower berth," said I, in the businesslike tone peculiar to 
men who think no more of crossing the Atlantic than taking a whisky cocktail at down-
town Delmonico's. 

The steward took my portmanteau, greatcoat, and rug. I shall never forget the 
expression on his face. Not that he turned pale. It is maintained by the most eminent 
divines that even miracles cannot change the course of nature. I have no hesitation in 
saying that he did not turn pale; but, from his expression, I judged that he was either 
about to shed tears, to sneeze, or to drop my portmanteau. As the latter contained two 
bottles of particularly fine old sherry presented to me for my voyage by my old friend 
Snigginson van Pickyns, I felt extremely nervous. But the steward did none of these 
things. 

"Well, I'm damned!" said he in a low voice, and led the way. 

I supposed my Hermes, as he led me to the lower regions, had had a little grog, 
but I said nothing, and followed him. One hundred and five was on the port side, well aft. 
There was nothing remarkable about the state-room. The lower berth, like most of those 



upon the Kamtschatka, was double. There was plenty of room; there was the usual 
washing apparatus, calculated to convey an idea of luxury to the mind of a North 
American Indian; there were the usual inefficient racks of brown wood, in which it is 
more easy to hand a large-sized umbrella than the common tooth-brush of commerce. 
Upon the uninviting mattresses were carefully bolded together those blankets which a 
great modern humorist has aptly compared to cold buckwheat cakes. The question of 
towels was left entirely to the imagination. The glass decanters were filled with a 
transparent liquid faintly tinged with brown, but from which an odour less faint, but not 
more pleasing, ascended to the nostrils, like a far-off sea-sick reminiscence of oily 
machinery. Sad-coloured curtains half-closed the upper berth. The hazy June daylight 
shed a faint illumination upon the desolate little scene. Ugh! how I hate that state-room! 

The steward deposited my traps and looked at me, as though he wanted to get 
away -- probably in search of more passengers and more fees. It is always a good plan to 
start in favour with those functionaries, and I accordingly gave him certain coins there 
and then. 

"I'll try and make yer comfortable all I can," he remarked, as he put the coins in 
his pocket. Nevertheless, there was a doubtful intonation in his voice which surprised me. 
Possibly his scale of fees had gone up, and he was not satisfied; but on the whole I was 
inclined to think that, as he himself would have expressed it, he was "the better for a 
glass". I was wrong, however, and did the man injustice. 

 

II 
NOTHING especially worthy of mention occurred during that day. We left the pier 
punctually, and it was very pleasant to be fairly under way, for the weather was warm and 
sultry, and the motion of the steamer produced a refreshing breeze. Everybody knows 
what the first day at sea is like. People pace the decks and stare at each other, and 
occasionally meet acquaintances whom they did not know to be on board. There is the 
usual uncertainty as to whether the food will be good, bad, or indifferent, until the first 
two meals have put the matter beyond a doubt; there is the usual uncertainty about the 
weather, until the ship is fairly off Fire Island. The tables are crowded at first, and then 
suddenly thinned. Pale-faced people spring from their seats and precipitate themselves 
towards the door, and each old sailor breathes more freely as his sea-sick neighbour 
rushes from his side, leaving him plenty of elbow-room and an unlimited command over 
the mustard. 

One passage across the Atlantic is very much like another, and we who cross very 
often do not make the voyage for the sake of novelty. Whales and icebergs are indeed 
always objects of interest, but, after all, one whale is very much like another whale, and 
one rarely sees an iceberg at close quarters. To the majority of us the most delightful 
moment of the day on board an ocean steamer is when we have taken our last turn on 
deck, have smoked our last cigar, and having succeeded in tiring ourselves, feel at liberty 



to turn in with a clear conscience. On that first night of the voyage I felt particularly lazy, 
and went to bed in one hundred and five rather earlier than I usually do. As I turned in, I 
was amazed to see that I was to have a companion. A portmanteau, very like my own, lay 
in the opposite corner, and in the upper berth had been deposited a neatly-folded rug, 
with a stick and umbrella. I had hoped to be alone, and I was disappointed; but I 
wondered who my room-mate was to be, and I determined to have a look at him. 

Before I had been long in bed he entered. He was, as far as I could see, a very tall 
man, very thin, very pale, with sandy hair and whiskers and colourless grey eyes. He had 
about him, I thought, an air of rather dubious fashion; the short of man you might see in 
Wall Street, without being able precisely to say what he was doing there -- the sort of 
man who frequents the Café Anglais, who always seems to be alone and who drinks 
champagne; you might meet him on a racecourse, but he would never appear to be doing 
anything there either. A little over-dressed -- a little odd. There are three or four of his 
kind on every ocean steamer. I made up my mind that I did not care to make his 
acquaintance, and I went to sleep saying to myself that I would study his habits in order 
to avoid him. If he rose early, I would rise late; if he went to bed late, I would go to bed 
early. I did not care to know him. If you once know people of that kind they are always 
turning up. Poor fellow! I need not have taken the trouble to come to so many decisions 
about him, for I never saw him again after that first night in one hundred and five. 

I was sleeping soundly when I was suddenly waked by a loud noise. To judge 
from the sound, my room-mate must have sprung with a single leap from the upper berth 
to the floor. I heard him fumbling with the latch and bolt of the door, which opened 
almost immediately, and then I heard his footsteps as he ran at full speed down the 
passage, leaving the door open behind him. The ship was rolling a little, and I expected to 
hear him stumble or fall, but he ran as though he were running for his life. The door 
swung on its hinges with the motion of the vessel, and the sound annoyed me. I got up 
and shut it, and groped my way back to my berth in the darkness. I went to sleep again; 
but I have no idea how long I slept. 

When I awoke it was still quite dark, but I felt a disagreeable sensation of cold, 
and it seemed to me that the air was damp. You know the peculiar smell of a cabin which 
has been wet with sea-water. I covered myself up as well as I could and dozed off again, 
framing complaints to be made the next day, and selecting the most powerful epithets in 
the language. I could hear my room-mate turn over in the upper berth. He had probably 
returned while I was asleep. Once I thought I heard him groan, and I argued that he was 
sea-sick. That is particularly unpleasant when one is below. Nevertheless I dozed off and 
slept till early daylight. 

The ship was rolling heavily, much more than on the previous evening, and the 
grey light which came in through the porthole changed in tint with every movement 
according as the angle of the vessel's side turned the glass seawards or skywards. It was 
very cold -- unaccountably so for the month of June. I turned my head and looked at the 
porthole, and saw to my surprise that it was wide open and hooked back. I believe I 
swore audibly. Then I got up and shut it. As I turned back I glanced at the upper berth. 



The curtains were drawn close together; my companion had probably felt cold as well as 
I. It struck me that I had slept enough. The state-room was uncomfortable, though, 
strange to say, I could not smell the dampness which had annoyed me in the night. My 
room-mate was still asleep -- excellent opportunity for avoiding him, so I dressed at once 
and went on deck. The day was warm and cloudy, with an oily smell on the water. It was 
seven o'clock as I came out -- much later than I had imagined. I came across the doctor, 
who was taking his first sniff of the morning air. He was a young man from the West of 
Ireland -- a tremendous fellow, with black hair and blue eyes, already inclined to be stout; 
he had a happy-go-lucky, healthy look about him which was rather attractive. 

"Fine morning," I remarked, by way of introduction. 

"Well," said he, eyeing me with an air of ready interest, "it's a fine morning and 
it's not a fine morning. I don't think it's much of a morning." 

"Well, no -- it is not so very fine," said I. 

"It's just what I call fuggly weather," replied the doctor. 

"It was very cold last night, I thought," I remarked. "However, when I looked 
about, I found that the porthole was wide open. I had not noticed it when I went to bed. 
And the state-room was damp, too." 

"Damp!" said he. "Whereabouts are you?" 

"One hundred and five------" 

To my surprise the doctor started visibly, and stared at me. 

"What is the matter?" I asked. 

"Oh -- nothing," he answered; "only everybody has complained of that state-room 
for the last three trips." 

"I shall complain too," I said. "It has certainly not been properly aired. It is a 
shame!" 

"I don't believe it can be helped," answered the doctor. "I believe there is 
something -- well, it is not my business to frighten passengers." 

"You need not be afraid of frightening me," I replied. "I can stand any amount of 
damp. If I should get a bad cold I will come to you." 

I offered the doctor a cigar, which he took and examined very critically. 



"It is not so much the damp," he remarked. "However, I dare say you will get on 
very well. Have you a room-mate?" 

"Yes; a deuce of a fellow, who bolts out in the middle of the night, and leaves the 
door open." 

Again the doctor glanced curiously at me. Then he lit the cigar and looked grave. 

"Did he come back?" he asked presently. 

"Yes. I was asleep, but I waked up, and heard him moving. Then I felt cold and 
went to sleep again. This morning I found the porthole open." 

"Look here," said the doctor quietly, "I don't care much for this ship. I don't care a 
rap for her reputation. I tell you what I will do. I have a good-sized place up here. I will 
share it with you, though I don't know you from Adam." 

I was very much surprised at the proposition. I could not imagine why he should 
take such a sudden interest in my welfare. However, his manner as he spoke of the ship 
was peculiar. 

"You are very good, doctor," I said. "But, really, I believe even now the cabin 
could be aired, or cleaned out, or something. Why do you not care for the ship?" 

"We are not superstitious in our profession, sir," replied the doctor, "but the sea 
makes people so. I don't want to prejudice you, and I don't want to frighten you, but if 
you will take my advice you will move in here. I would as soon see you overboard," he 
added earnestly, "as know that you or any other man was to sleep in one hundred and 
five." 

"Good gracious! Why?" I asked. 

"Just because on the last three trips the people who have slept there actually have 
gone overboard," he answered gravely. 

The intelligence was startling and exceedingly unpleasant, I confess. I looked 
hard at the doctor to see whether he was making game of me, but he looked perfectly 
serious. I thanked him warmly for his offer, but told him I intended to be the exception to 
the rule by which every one who slept in that particular state-room went overboard. He 
did not say much, but looked as grave as ever, and hinted that, before we got across, I 
should probably reconsider his proposal. In the course of time we went to breakfast, at 
which only an inconsiderable number of passengers assembled. I noticed that one or two 
of the officers who breakfasted with us looked grave. After breakfast I went into my 
state-room in order to get a book. The curtains of the upper berth were still closely drawn. 
Not a word was to be heard. My room-mate was probably still asleep. 



As I came out I met the steward whose business it was to look after me. He 
whispered that the captain wanted to see me, and then scuttled away down the passage as 
if very anxious to avoid any questions. I went toward the captain's cabin, and found him 
waiting for me. 

"Sir," said he, "I want to ask a favour of you." 

I answered that I would do anything to oblige him. 

"Your room-mate had disappeared," he said. "He is known to have turned in early 
last night. Did you notice anything extraordinary in his manner?" 

The question coming, as it did, in exact confirmation of the fears the doctor had 
expressed half an hour earlier, staggered me. 

"You don't mean to say he has gone overboard?" I asked. 

 "I fear he has," answered the captain. 

"This is the most extraordinary thing----" I began. 

"Why?" he asked. 

"He is the fourth, then?" I exclaimed. In answer to another question from the 
captain, I explained, without mentioning the doctor, that I had heard the story concerning 
one hundred and five. He seemed very much annoyed at hearing that I knew of it. I told 
him what had occurred in the night. 

"What you say," he replied, "coincides almost exactly with what was told me by 
the room-mates of two of the other three. They bolt out of bed and run down the passage. 
Two of them were seen to go overboard by the watch; we stopped and lowered boats, but 
they were not found. Nobody, however, saw or heard the man who was lost last night -- if 
he is really lost. The steward, who is a superstitious fellow, perhaps, and expected 
something to go wrong, went to look for him, this morning, and found his berth empty, 
but his clothes lying about, just as he had left them. The steward was the only man on 
board who knew him by sight, and he has been searching everywhere for him. He has 
disappeared! Now, sir, I want to beg you not to mention the circumstance to any of the 
passengers; I don't want the ship to get a bad name, and nothing hangs about an ocean-
goer like stories of suicides. You shall have your choice of any one of the officers' cabins 
you like, including my own, for the rest of the passage. Is that a fair bargain?" 

"Very," said I; "and I am much obliged to you. But since I am alone, and have the 
state-room to myself, I would rather not move. If the steward will take out that 
unfortunate man's things, I would as leave stay where I am. I will not say anything about 
the matter, and I think I can promise you that I will not follow my room-mate." 



The captain tried to dissuade me from my intention, but I preferred having a state-
room alone to being the chum of any officer on board. I do not know whether I aced 
foolishly, but if I had taken his advice I should have had nothing more to tell. There 
would have remained the disagreeable coincidence of several suicides occurring among 
men who had slept in the same cabin, but that would have been all. 

That was not the end of the matter, however, by any means. I obstinately made up 
my mind that I would not be disturbed by such tales, and I even went so far as to argue 
the question with the captain. There was something wrong about the state-room, I said. It 
was rather damp. The porthole had been left open last night. My room-mate might have 
been ill when he came on board, and he might have become delirious after he went to 
bed. He might even now be hiding somewhere on board, and might be found later. The 
place ought to be aired and the fastening on the port looked to. If the captain would give 
me leave, I would see that what I thought necessary were done immediately. 

"Of course you have a right to stay where you are if you please," he replied, rather 
petulantly; "but I wish you would turn out and let me lock the place up, and be done with 
it." 

I did not see it in the same light, and left the captain, after promising to be silent 
concerning the disappearance of my companion. The latter had had no acquaintances on 
board, and was not missed in the course of the day. Towards evening I met the doctor 
again, and he asked me whether I had changed my mind. I told him I had not. 

"Then you will before long," he said, very gravely. 

 

III 
WE played whist in the evening, and I went to bed late. I will confess now that I felt a 
disagreeable sensation when I entered my state-room. I could not help thinking of the tall 
man I had seen on the previous night, who was now dead, drowned, tossing about in the 
long swell, two or three hundred miles astern. His face rose very distinctly before me as I 
undressed, and I even went so far as to draw back the curtains of the upper berth, as 
though to persuade myself that he was actually gone. I also bolted the door of the state-
room. Suddenly I became aware that the porthole was open, and fastened back. This was 
more than I could stand. I hastily threw on my dressing-gown and went in search of 
Robert, the steward of my passage. I was very angry, I remember, and when I found him 
I dragged him roughly to the door of one hundred and five, and pushed him towards the 
open porthole. 

"What the deuce do you mean, you scoundrel, by leaving that port open every 
night? Don't you know it is against the regulations? Don't you know that if the ship 
heeled and the water began to come in, ten men could not shut it? I will report you to the 
captain, you blackguard, for endangering the ship!" 



I was exceedingly wroth. The man trembled and turned pale, and then began to 
shut the round glass plate with the heavy brass fittings. 

"Why don't you answer me?" I said roughly. 

"If you please, sir," faltered Robert, "there's nobody on board as can keep this 'ere 
port shut at night. You can try it yourself, sir. I ain't a-going to stop hany longer on board 
o' this vessel, sir; I ain't, indeed. But if I was you, sir, I'd just clear out and go and sleep 
with the surgeon, or something, I would. Look 'ere, sir, is that fastened what you may call 
securely, or not, sir? Try it, sir, see if it will move a hinch." 

I tried the port, and found it perfectly tight. 

"Well, sir," continued Robert triumphantly, "I wager my reputation as a A1 
steward that in 'arf an hour it will be open again; fasteneed back, too, sir, that's the horful 
thing -- fastened back!" 

I examined the great screw and the looped nut that ran on it. 

"If I find it open in the night, Robert, I will give you a sovereign. It is not 
possible. You may go." 

"Soverin' did you say, sir? Very good, sir. Thank ye, sir. Good-night, sir. Pleasant 
reepose, sir, and all manner of hinchantin' dreams, sir." 

Robert scuttled away, delighted at being released. Of course, I thought he was 
trying to account for his negligence by a silly story, intended to frighten me, and I 
disbelieved him. The consequence was that he got his sovereign, and I spent a very 
peculiarly unpleasant night. 

I went to bed, and five minutes after I had rolled myself up in my blankets the 
inexorable Robert extinguished the light that burned steadily behind the ground-glass 
pane near the door. I lay quite still in the dark trying to go to sleep, but I soon found that 
impossible. It had been some satisfaction to be angry with the steward, and the diversion 
had banished that unpleasant sensation I had at first experienced when I thought of the 
drowned man who had been my chum; but I was no longer sleepy, and I lay awake for 
some time, occasionally glancing at the porthole, which I could just see from where I lay, 
and which, in the darkness, looked like a faintly-luminous soup-plate suspended in 
blackness. I believe I must have lain there for an hour, and, as I remember, I was just 
dozing into sleep when I was roused by a draught of cold air, and by distinctly feeling the 
spray of the sea blown upon my face. I started to my feet, and not having allowed in the 
dark for the motion of the ship, I was instantly thrown violently across the state-room 
upon the couch which was placed beneath the port-hole. I recovered myself immediately, 
however, and climbed upon my knees. The port-hole was again wide open and fastened 
back! 



Now these things are facts. I was wide awake when I got up, and I should 
certainly have been waked by the fall had I still been dozing. Moreover, I bruised my 
elbows and knees badly, and the bruises were there on the following morning to testify to 
the fact, if I myself had doubted it. The porthole was wide open and fastened back -- a 
thing so unaccountable that I remember very well feeling astonishment rather that fear 
when I discovered it. I at once closed the plate again, and screwed down the loop nut with 
all my strength. It was very dark in the state-room. I reflected that the port had certainly 
been opened within an hour after Robert had at first shut it in my presence, and I 
determined to watch it, and see whether it would open again. Those brass fittings are very 
heavy and by no means easy to move; I could not believe that the clamp had been turned 
by the shaking of the screw. I stood peering out through the thick glass at the alternate 
white and grey streaks of the sea that foamed beneath the ship's side. I must have 
remained there a quarter of an hour. 

Suddenly, as I stood, I distinctly heard something moving behind me in one of the 
berths, and a moment afterwards, just as I turned instinctively to look -- though I could, 
of course, see nothing in the darkness -- I heard a very faint groan. I sprang across the 
state-room, and tore the curtains of the upper berth aside, thrusting in my hands to 
discover if there were any one there. There was some one. 

I remember that the sensation as I put my hands forward was as though I were 
plunging them into the air of a damp cellar, and from behind the curtains came a gust of 
wind that smelled horribly of stagnant sea-water. I laid hold of something that had the 
shape of a man's arm, but was smooth, and wet, and icy cold. But suddenly, as I pulled, 
the creature sprang violently forward against me, a clammy oozy mass, as it seemed to 
me, heavy and wet, yet endowed with a sort of supernatural strength. I reeled across the 
state-room, and in an instant the door opened and the thing rushed out. I had not had time 
to be frightened, and quickly recovering myself, I sprang through the door and gave chase 
at the top of my speed, but I was too late. Ten yards before me I could see -- I am sure I 
saw it -- a dark shadow moving in the dimly lighted passage, quickly as the shadow of a 
fast horse thrown before a dog-cart by the lamp on a dark night. But in a moment it had 
disappeared, and I found myself holding on to the polished rail that ran along the 
bulkhead where the passage turned towards the companion. My hair stood on end, and 
the cold perspiration rolled down my face. I am not ashamed of it in the least: I was very 
badly frightened. 

Still I doubted my senses, and pulled myself together. It was absurd, I thought. 
The Welsh rare-bit I had eaten had disagreed with me. I had been in a nightmare. I made 
my way back to my state-room, and entered it with an effort. The whole place smelled of 
stagnant sea-water, as it had when I had waked on the previous evening. It required my 
utmost strength to go in, and grope among my things for a box of wax lights. As I lighted 
a railway reading lantern which I always carry in case I want to read after the lamps are 
out, I perceived that the porthole was again open, and a sort of creeping horror began to 
take possession of me which I never felt before, nor wish to feel again. But I got a light 
and proceeded to examine the upper berth, expecting to find it drenched with sea-water. 



But I was disappointed. The bed had been slept in, and the smell of the sea was 
strong; but the bedding was as dry as a bone. I fancied that Robert had not had the 
courage to make the bed after the accident of the previous night -- it had all been a 
hedeous dream. I drew the curtains back as far as I could and examined the place very 
carefully. It was perfectly dry. But the porthole was open again. With a sort of dull 
bewilderment of horror I closed it and screwed it down, and thrusting my heavy stick 
through the brass loop, wrenched it with all my might, till the thick metal began to bend 
under the pressure. Then I hooked my reading lantern into the red velvet at the head of 
the couch, and sat down to recover my senses if I could. I sat there all night, unable to 
think of rest -- hardly able to think at all. But the porthole remained closed, and I did not 
believe it would now open again without the application of a considerable force. 

The morning dawned at last, and I dressed myself slowly, thinking over all that 
had happened in the night. It was a beautiful day and I went on deck, glad to get out into 
the early, pure sunshine, and to smell the breeze from the blue water, so different from 
the noisome, stagnant odour of my state-room. Instinctively I turned aft, towards the 
surgeon's cabin. There he stood, with a pipe in his mouth, taking his morning airing 
precisely as on the preceding day. 

"Good-morning," said he quietly, but looking at me with evident curiosity. 

"Doctor, you were quite right," said I. "There is something wrong about that 
place." 

"I thought you would change your mind," he answered, rather triumphantly. "You 
have had a bad night, eh? Shall I make you a pick-me-up? I have a capital recipe." 

"No, thanks," I cried. "But I would like to tell you what happened." 

I then tried to explain as clearly as possible precisely what had occurred, not 
omitting to state that I had been scared as I had never been scared in my whole life 
before. I dwelt particularly on the phenomenon of the porthole, which was a fact to which 
I could testify, even if the rest had been an illusion. I had closed it twice in the night, and 
the second time I had actually bent the brass in wrenching it with my stick. I believe I 
insisted a good deal on this point. 

"You seem to think I am likely to doubt the story," said the doctor, smiling at my 
detailed account of the state of the porthole. "I do not doubt in the least. I renew my 
invitation to you. Bring your traps here, and take half my cabin." 

"Come and take half of mine for one night," I said. "Help me to get at the bottom 
of this thing." 

"You will get to the bottom of something else if you try," answered the doctor. 

"What?" I asked. 



"The bottom of the sea. I am going to leave this ship. It is not canny." 

"Then you will not help me to find out----" 

"Not I," said the doctor quickly. "It is my business to keep my wits aobut me -- 
not to go fiddling about with ghosts and things." 

"Do you really believe it is a ghost?" I enquired, rather contemptuously. But as I 
spoke I remembered very well the horrible sensation of the supernatural which had got 
possession of me during the night. The doctor turned sharply on me---- 

"Have you any reasonable explanation of these things to offer?" he asked. "No; 
you have not. Well, you say you will find an explanation. I say that you won't, sir, simply 
because there is not any." 

"But, my dear sir," I retorted, "do you, a man of science, mean to tell me that such 
things cannot be explained?" 

"I do," he answered stoutly. "And, if they could, I would not be concerned in the 
explanation." 

I did not care to spend another night alone in the state-room, and yet I was 
obstinately determined to get at the root of the disturbances. I do not believe there are 
many men who would have slept there alone, after passing two such nights. But I made 
up my mind to try it, if I could not get any one to share a watch with me. The doctor was 
evidently not inclined for such an experiment. He said he was a surgeon, and that in case 
any accident occurred on board he must be always in readiness. He could not afford to 
have his nerves unsettled. Perhaps he was quite right, but I am inclined to think that his 
precaution was prompted by his inclination. On enquiry, he informed me that there was 
no one on board who would be likely to join me in my investigations, and after a little 
more conversation I left him. A little later I met the captain, and told him my story. I said 
that, if no one would spend the night with me, I would ask leave to have the light burning 
all night, and would try it alone. 

"Look here," said he, "I will tell you what I will do. I will share your watch 
myself, and we will see what happens. It is my belief that we can find out between us. 
There may be some fellow skulking on board, who steals a passage by frightening the 
passengers. It is just possible that there may be something queer in the carpentering of 
that berth." 

I suggested taking the ship's carpenter below and examining the place; but I was 
overjoyed at the captain's offer to spend the night with me. He accordingly sent for the 
workman and ordered him to do anything I required. We went below at once. I had all the 
bedding cleared out of the upper berth, and we examined the place thoroughly to see if 
there was a board loose anywhere, or a panel which could be opened or pushed aside. We 
tried the planks everywhere, tapped the flooring, unscrewed the fittings of the lower berth 



and took it to pieces -- in short, there was not a square inch of the state-room which was 
not searched and tested. Everything was in perfect order, and we put everything back in 
its place. As we were finishing our work, Robert came to the door and looked in. 

"Well, sir -- find anything, sir?" he asked, with a ghastly grin. 

"You were right about the porthole, Robert," I said, and I gave him the promised 
sovereign. The carpenter did his work silently and skilfully, following my directions. 
When he had done he spoke. 

"I'm a plain man, sir," he said. "But it's my belief you had better just turn out your 
things, and let me run half a dozen four-inch screws through the door of this cabin. 
There's no good never came o' this cabin yet, sir, and that's all about it. There's been four 
lives lost out o' here to my own remembrance, and that is four trips. Better give it up, sir -
- better give it up!" 

"I will try it for one night more," I said. 

"Better give it up, sir -- better give it up! It's a precious bad job," repeated the 
workman, putting his tools in his bag and leaving the cabin. 

But my spirits had risen considerably at the prospect of having the captain's 
company, and I made up my mind not to be prevented from going to the end of this 
strange business. I abstained from Welsh rare-bits and grog that evening, and did not 
even join in the customary game of whist. I wanted to be quite sure of my nerves, and my 
vanity made me anxious to make a good figure in the captain's eyes. 

 

IV 
THE captain was one of those splendidly tough and cheerful specimens of seafaring 
humanity whose combined courage, hardihood, and calmness in difficulty leads them 
naturally into high positions of trust. He was not the man to be led away by an idle tale, 
and the mere fact that he was willing to join me in the investigation was proof that he 
thought there was something seriously wrong, which could not be accounted for on 
ordinary theories, nor laughed down as a common superstition. To some extent, too, his 
reputation was at stake, as well as the reputation of the ship. It is no light thing to lose 
passengers overboard, and he knew it. 

About ten o'clock that evening, as I was smoking a last cigar, he came up to me, 
and drew me aside from the beat of the other passengers who were patrolling the deck in 
the warm darkness. 

"This is a serious matter, Mr. Brisbane," he said. "We must make up our minds 
either way -- to be disappointed or to have a pretty rough time of it. You see I cannot 



afford to laugh at the affair, and I will ask you to sign your name to a statement of 
whatever occurs. If nothing happens tonight we will try it again tomorrow and next day. 
Are you ready?" 

So we went below, and entered the state-room. As we went in I could see Robert 
the steward, who stood a little further down the passage, watching us, with his usual grin, 
as though certain that something dreadful was about to happen. The captain closed the 
door behind us and bolted it. 

"Supposing we put your portmanteau before the door," he suggested. "One of us 
can sit on it. Nothing can get out then. Is the port screwed down?" 

I found it as I had left it in the morning. Indeed, without using a lever, as I had 
done, no one could have opened it. I drew back the curtains of the upper berth so that I 
could see well into it. By the captain's advice I lighted my reading lantern, and placed it 
so that it shone upon the white sheets above. He insisted upon sitting on the portmanteau, 
declaring that he wished to be able to swear that he had sat before the door. 

Then he requested me to search the state-room thoroughly, an operation very soon 
accomplished, as it consisted merely in looking beneath the lower berth and under the 
couch below the porthole. The spaces were quite empty. 

"It is impossible for any human being to get in," I said, "or for any human being 
to open the port." 

"Very good," said the captain calmly. "If we see anything now, it must be either 
imagination or something supernatural." 

I sat down on the edge of the lower berth. 

"The first time it happened," said the captain, crossing his legs and leaning back 
against the door, "was in March. The passenger who slept here, in the upper berth, turned 
out have been a lunatic -- at all events, he was known to have been a little touched, and 
he had taken his passage without the knowledge of his friends. He rushed out in the 
middle of the night, and threw himself overboard, before the officer who had the watch 
could stop him. We stopped and lowered a boat; it was a quiet night, just before that 
heavy weather came on; but we could not find him. Of course his suicide was afterwards 
accounted for on the ground of his insanity." 

"I suppose that often happens?" I remarked, rather absently. 

"Not often -- no," said the captain; "never before in my experience, though I have 
heard of it happening on board of other ships. Well, as I was saying, that occurred in 
March. On the very next trip ---- What are you looking at?" he asked, stopping suddenly 
in his narration. 



I believe I gave no answer. My eyes were riveted upon the porthole. It seemed to 
me that the brass loop-nut was beginning to turn very slowly upon the screw -- so slowly, 
however, that I was not sure it moved at all. I watched it intently, fixing its position in my 
mind, and trying to ascertain whether it changed. Seeing where I was looking, the captain 
looked too. 

"It moves!" he exclaimed, in a tone of conviction. "No, it does not," he added, 
after a minute. 

"If it were the jarring of the screw," said I, "it would have opened during the day; 
but I found it this evening jammed tight as I left it this morning." 

I rose and tried the nut. It was certainly loosened, for by an effort I could move it 
with my hands. 

"The queer thing," said the captain, "is that the second man who was lost is 
supposed to have got through that very port. We had a terrible time over it. It was in the 
middle of the night, and the weather was very heavy; there was an alarm that one of the 
ports was open and the sea running in. I came below and found everything flooded, the 
water pouring in every time she rolled, and the whole port swinging from the top bolts -- 
not the porthole in the middle. Well, we managed to shut it, but the water did some 
damage. Ever since that the place smells of sea-water from time to time. We supposed the 
passenger had thrown himself out, though the Lord only knows how he did it. The 
steward kept telling me that he cannot keep anything shut here. Upon my word -- I can 
smell it now, cannot you?" he enquired, sniffing the air suspiciously. 

"Yes -- distinctly," I said, and I shuddered as that same odour of stagnant sea-
water grew stronger in the cabin. "Now, to smell like this, the place must be damp," I 
continued, "and yet when I examined it with the carpenter this morning everything was 
perfectly dry. It is most extraordinary -- hallo!" 

My reading lantern, which had been placed in the upper berth, was suddenly 
extinguished. There was still a good deal of light from the pane of ground glass near the 
door, behind which loomed the regulation lamp. The ship rolled heavily, and the curtain 
of the upper berth swung far out into the state-room and back again. I rose quickly from 
my seat on the edge of the bed, and the captain at the same moment started to his feet 
with a loud cry of surprise. I had turned with the intention of taking down the lantern to 
examine it, when I heard his exclamation, and immediately afterwards his call for help. I 
sprang towards him. He was wrestling with all his might with the brass loop of the port. It 
seemed to turn against his hands in spite of all his efforts. I caught up my cane, a heavy 
oak stick I always used to carry, and thrust it through the ring and bore on it with all my 
strength. But the strong wood snapped suddenly and I fell upon the couch. When I rose 
again the port was wide open, and the captain was standing with his back against the 
door, pale to the lips. 



"There is something in that berth!" he cried, in a strange voice, his eyes almost 
starting from his head. "Hold the door, while I look -- it shall not escape us, whatever it 
is!" 

But instead of taking his place, I sprang upon the lower bed, and seized something 
which lay in the upper berth. 

It was something ghostly, horrible beyond words, and it moved in my grip. It was 
like the body of a man long drowned, and yet it moved, and had the strength of ten men 
living; but I gripped it with all my might -- the slippery, oozy, horrible thing -- the dead 
white eyes seemed to stare at me out of the dusk; the putrid odour of rank sea-water was 
about it, and its shiny hair hung in foul wet curls over its dead face. I wrestled with the 
dead thing; it thrust itself upon me and forced me back and nearly broke my arms; it 
wound its corpse's arms about my neck, the living death, and overpowered me, so that I, 
at last, cried aloud and fell, and left my hold. 

As I fell the thing sprang across me, and seemed to throw itself upon the captain. 
When I last saw him on his feet his face was white and his lips set. It seemed to me that 
he struck a violent blow at the dead being, and then he, too, fell forward upon his face, 
with an inarticulate cry of horror. 

The thing paused an instant, seeming to hover over his prostrate body, and I could 
have screamed again for very fright, but I had no voice left. The thing vanished 
sudddenly, and it seemed to my disturbed senses that it made its exit through the open 
port, though how that was possible, considering the smallness of the aperture, is more 
than any one can tell. I lay a long time on the floor, and the captain lay beside me. At last 
I partially recovered my senses and moved, and instantly I knew that my arm was broken 
-- the small bone of my left forearm near the wrist. 

 I got upon my feet somehow, and with my remaining hand I tried to raise the 
captain. He groaned and moved, and at last came to himself. He was not hurt, but he 
seemed badly stunned. 

Well, do you want to hear any more? There is nothing more. That is the end of my 
story. The carpenter carried out his scheme of running half a dozen four-inch screws 
through the door of one hundred and five; and if ever you take a passage in the 
Kamtschatka, you may ask for a berth in that state-room. You will be told that it is 
engaged -- yes -- it is engaged by that dead thing. 

 I finished the trip in the surgeon's cabin. He doctored my broken arm, and 
advised me not to "fiddle about with ghosts and things" any more. The captain was very 
silent, and never sailed again in that ship, though it is still running. And I will not sail in 
her either. It was a very disagreeable experience, and I was very badly frightened, which 
is a thing I do not like. That is all. That is how I saw a ghost -- if it was a ghost. It was 
dead, anyhow. 



COMMENTARY 

Crawford starts his story with a lengthy description of the boat and types of passengers 
on it. He does this so his story will begin with an ordinary world. The horror story usually 
begins in a place of safety. The writer will then invade it or show that the safety is an 
illusion. In “The Upper Berth”, Brisbane goes from bored traveler to supernatural 
investigator. His reality slowly winds down into a horrible glimpse (and feel) of the other 
world. To take the reader there too fast lacks craft, and Crawford knows his tools. He 
slowly unpeels the mystery, not entirely, but enough to glimpse the terror.  

Another thing he does well is to convey a sense of the evil behind the apparation. As 
Lovecraft said in the beginning quote “a sheeted form clanking chains” is hardly reason 
for fear. The author must make us sense it:  how it smells (“smelled horribly of stagnant 
sea-water”), how it feels (“the slippery, oozy, horrible thing”), what it looks like (“its 
shiny hair hung in foul wet curls over its dead face”), what it sounds like (“though I 
could, of course, see nothing in the darkness -- I heard a very faint groan”) and ultimately 
its vile nature (“It was like the body of a man long drowned, and yet it moved, and had 
the strength of ten men living”). Description used in the right amount, short evocative 
phrases, inside the action is usually best. Always leave the best parts to the reader’s 
imagination. 

 

EXERCISES 

Write a story: 

- where a monster is loose on a boat, train or other vessel. Make sure to write about 
how the characters feel about being trapped with a monster. 

- where the monster is not overly unusual (human in appearance). Use description 
to make the monster seem evil and nasty in other ways. 

- where the monster is left almost entirely to the reader’s imagination. 

 

 

 



 

THE TERROR OF BLUE JOHN GAP 

By A. Conan Doyle 

Arthur Conan Doyle (1859-1930) will always be the author of Sherlock Holmes. 
But Doyle was such a good storyteller he could not limit himself to the mystery 
genre alone. His supernatural stories have gained him another following as have 
his Science Fiction. Unlike most of the writers in this book, he was also a firm 
believer in the supernatural world, dedicating his later career to serious 
psychical research. “The Terror of Blue John Gap” is typical of a Conan Doyle 
fireside tale, taking his narrator to the brink of disaster in his encounter with the 
unknown. 

 

THE following narrative was found among the papers of Dr. James Hardcastle, 
who died of phthisis on February 4th, 1908, at 36, Upper Coventry Flats, South 
Kensington. Those who knew him best, while refusing to express an opinion upon 
this particular statement, are unanimous in asserting that he was a man of a sober 
and scientific turn of mind, absolutely devoid of imagination, and most unlikely to 
invent any abnormal series of events. The paper was contained in an envelope, 
which was docketed, "A Short Account of the Circumstances which occurred near 
Miss Allerton's Farm in North-West Derbyshire in the Spring of Last Year." The 
envelope was sealed, and on the other side was written in pencil--  

DEAR SEATON,--  

"It may interest, and perhaps pain you, to know that the incredulity with 
which you met my story has prevented me from ever opening my mouth 
upon the subject again. I leave this record after my death, and perhaps 
strangers may be found to have more confidence in me than my friend."  

Inquiry has failed to elicit who this Seaton may have been. I may add that 
the visit of the deceased to Allerton's Farm, and the general nature of the alarm 
there, apart from his particular explanation, have been absolutely established. 
With this foreword I append his account exactly as he left it. It is in the form of a 
diary, some entries in which have been expanded, while a few have been erased.  

April 17.--Already I feel the benefit of this wonderful upland air. The farm of the 
Allertons lies fourteen hundred and twenty feet above sea-level, so it may well be 
a bracing climate. Beyond the usual morning cough I have very little discomfort, 
and, what with the fresh milk and the home-grown mutton, I have every chance of 
putting on weight. I think Saunderson will be pleased.  



The two Miss Allertons are charmingly quaint and kind, two dear little 
hard-working old maids, who are ready to lavish all the heart which might have 
gone out to husband and to children upon an invalid stranger. Truly, the old maid 
is a most useful person, one of the reserve forces of the community. They talk of 
the superfluous woman, but what would the poor superfluous man do without her 
kindly presence? By the way, in their simplicity they very quickly let out the 
reason why Saunderson recommended their farm. The Professor rose from the 
ranks himself, and I believe that in his youth he was not above scaring crows in 
these very fields.  

It is a most lonely spot, and the walks are picturesque in the extreme. The 
farm consists of grazing land lying at the bottom of an irregular valley. On each 
side are the fantastic limestone hills, formed of rock so soft that you can break it 
away with your hands. All this country is hollow. Could you strike it with some 
gigantic hammer it would boom like a drum, or possibly cave in altogether and 
expose some huge subterranean sea. A great sea there must surely be, for on all 
sides the streams run into the mountain itself, never to reappear. There are gaps 
everywhere amid the rocks, and when you pass through them you find yourself in 
great caverns, which wind down into the bowels of the earth. I have a small 
bicycle lamp, and it is a perpetual joy to me to carry it into these weird solitudes, 
and to see the wonderful silver and black effect when I throw its light upon the 
stalactites which drape the lofty roofs. Shut off the lamp, and you are in the 
blackest darkness. Turn it on, and it is a scene from the Arabian Nights.  

But there is one of these strange openings in the earth which has a special 
interest, for it is the handiwork, not of nature, but of man. I had never heard of 
Blue John when I came to these parts. It is the name given to a peculiar mineral of 
a beautiful purple shade, which is only found at one or two places in the world. It 
is so rare that an ordinary vase of Blue John would be valued at a great price. The 
Romans, with that extraordinary instinct of theirs, discovered that it was to be 
found in this valley, and sank a horizontal shaft deep into the mountain side. The 
opening of their mine has been called Blue John Gap, a clean-cut arch in the rock, 
the mouth all overgrown with bushes. It is a goodly passage which the Roman 
miners have cut, and it intersects some of the great water-worn caves, so that if 
you enter Blue John Gap you would do well to mark your steps and to have a 
good store of candles, or you may never make your way back to the daylight 
again. I have not yet gone deeply into it, but this very day I stood at the mouth of 
the arched tunnel, and peering down into the black recesses beyond, I vowed that 
when my health returned I would devote some holiday to exploring those 
mysterious depths and finding out for myself how far the Roman had penetrated 
into the Derbyshire hills.  

Strange how superstitious these countrymen are! I should have thought 
better of young Armitage, for he is a man of some education and character, and a 
very fine fellow for his station in life. I was standing at the Blue John Gap when 
he came across the field to me.  



"Well, doctor," said he, "you're not afraid, anyhow."  

"Afraid!" I answered. "Afraid of what?"  

"Of it," said he, with a jerk of his thumb towards the black vault, "of the 
Terror that lives in the Blue John Cave."  

How absurdly easy it is for a legend to arise in a lonely countryside! I 
examined him as to the reasons for his weird belief. It seems that from time to 
time sheep have been missing from the fields, carried bodily away, according to 
Armitage. That they could have wandered away of their own accord and 
disappeared among the mountains was an explanation to which he would not 
listen. On one occasion a pool of blood had been found, and some tufts of wool. 
That also, I pointed out, could be explained in a perfectly natural way. Further, the 
nights upon which sheep disappeared were invariably very dark, cloudy nights 
with no moon. This I met with the obvious retort that those were the nights which 
a commonplace sheep-stealer would naturally choose for his work. On one 
occasion a gap had been made in a wall, and some of the stones scattered for a 
considerable distance. Human agency again, in my opinion. Finally, Armitage 
clinched all his arguments by telling me that he had actually heard the Creature--
indeed, that anyone could hear it who remained long enough at the Gap. It was a 
distant roaring of an immense volume. I could not but smile at this, knowing, as I 
do, the strange reverberations which come out of an underground water system 
running amid the chasms of a limestone formation. My incredulity annoyed 
Armitage so that he turned and left me with some abruptness.  

And now comes the queer point about the whole business. I was still 
standing near the mouth of the cave turning over in my mind the various 
statements of Armitage, and reflecting how readily they could be explained away, 
when suddenly, from the depth of the tunnel beside me, there issued a most 
extraordinary sound. How shall I describe it? First of all, it seemed to be a great 
distance away, far down in the bowels of the earth. Secondly, in spite of this 
suggestion of distance, it was very loud. Lastly, it was not a boom, nor a crash, 
such as one would associate with falling water or tumbling rock, but it was a high 
whine, tremulous and vibrating, almost like the whinnying of a horse. It was 
certainly a most remarkable experience, and one which for a moment, I must 
admit, gave a new significance to Armitage's words. I waited by the Blue John 
Gap for half an hour or more, but there was no return of the sound, so at last I 
wandered back to the farmhouse, rather mystified by what had occurred. 
Decidedly I shall explore that cavern when my strength is restored. Of course, 
Armitage's explanation is too absurd for discussion, and yet that sound was 
certainly very strange. It still rings in my ears as I write.  

April 20.--In the last three days I have made several expeditions to the Blue John 
Gap, and have even penetrated some short distance, but my bicycle lantern is so 
small and weak that I dare not trust myself very far. I shall do the thing more 



systematically. I have heard no sound at all, and could almost believe that I had 
been the victim of some hallucination suggested, perhaps, by Armitage's 
conversation. Of course, the whole idea is absurd, and yet I must confess that 
those bushes at the entrance of the cave do present an appearance as if some 
heavy creature had forced its way through them. I begin to be keenly interested. I 
have said nothing to the Miss Allertons, for they are quite superstitious enough 
already, but I have bought some candles, and mean to investigate for myself.  

I observed this morning that among the numerous tufts of sheep's wool 
which lay among the bushes near the cavern there was one which was smeared 
with blood. Of course, my reason tells me that if sheep wander into such rocky 
places they are likely to injure themselves, and yet somehow that splash of 
crimson gave me a sudden shock, and for a moment I found myself shrinking 
back in horror from the old Roman arch. A fetid breath seemed to ooze from the 
black depths into which I peered. Could it indeed be possible that some nameless 
thing, some dreadful presence, was lurking down yonder? I should have been 
incapable of such feelings in the days of my strength, but one grows more nervous 
and fanciful when one's health is shaken.  

For the moment I weakened in my resolution, and was ready to leave the 
secret of the old mine, if one exists, for ever unsolved. But tonight my interest has 
returned and my nerves grown more steady. Tomorrow I trust that I shall have 
gone more deeply into this matter.  

April 22.--Let me try and set down as accurately as I can my extraordinary 
experience of yesterday. I started in the afternoon, and made my way to the Blue 
John Gap. I confess that my misgivings returned as I gazed into its depths, and I 
wished that I had brought a companion to share my exploration. Finally, with a 
return of resolution, I lit my candle, pushed my way through the briars, and 
descended into the rocky shaft.  

It went down at an acute angle for some fifty feet, the floor being covered with 
broken stone. Thence there extended a long, straight passage cut in the solid rock. 
I am no geologist, but the lining of this corridor was certainly of some harder 
material than limestone, for there were points where I could actually see the tool-
marks which the old miners had left in their excavation, as fresh as if they had 
been done yesterday. Down this strange, old- world corridor I stumbled, my 
feeble flame throwing a dim circle of light around me, which made the shadows 
beyond the more threatening and obscure. Finally, I came to a spot where the 
Roman tunnel opened into a water-worn cavern--a huge hall, hung with long 
white icicles of lime deposit. From this central chamber I could dimly perceive 
that a number of passages worn by the subterranean streams wound away into the 
depths of the earth. I was standing there wondering whether I had better return, or 
whether I dare venture farther into this dangerous labyrinth, when my eyes fell 
upon something at my feet which strongly arrested my attention.  



The greater part of the floor of the cavern was covered with boulders of 
rock or with hard incrustations of lime, but at this particular point there had been a 
drip from the distant roof, which had left a patch of soft mud. In the very centre of 
this there was a huge mark--an ill-defined blotch, deep, broad and irregular, as if a 
great boulder had fallen upon it. No loose stone lay near, however, nor was there 
anything to account for the impression. It was far too large to be caused by any 
possible animal, and besides, there was only the one, and the patch of mud was of 
such a size that no reasonable stride could have covered it. As I rose from the 
examination of that singular mark and then looked round into the black shadows 
which hemmed me in, I must confess that I felt for a moment a most unpleasant 
sinking of my heart, and that, do what I could, the candle trembled in my 
outstretched hand.  

I soon recovered my nerve, however, when I reflected how absurd it was 
to associate so huge and shapeless a mark with the track of any known animal. 
Even an elephant could not have produced it. I determined, therefore, that I would 
not be scared by vague and senseless fears from carrying out my exploration. 
Before proceeding, I took good note of a curious rock formation in the wall by 
which I could recognize the entrance of the Roman tunnel. The precaution was 
very necessary, for the great cave, so far as I could see it, was intersected by 
passages. Having made sure of my position, and reassured myself by examining 
my spare candles and my matches, I advanced slowly over the rocky and uneven 
surface of the cavern.  

And now I come to the point where I met with such sudden and desperate 
disaster. A stream, some twenty feet broad, ran across my path, and I walked for 
some little distance along the bank to find a spot where I could cross dry-shod. 
Finally, I came to a place where a single flat boulder lay near the centre, which I 
could reach in a stride. As it chanced, however, the rock had been cut away and 
made top-heavy by the rush of the stream, so that it tilted over as I landed on it 
and shot me into the ice-cold water. My candle went out, and I found myself 
floundering about in utter and absolute darkness.  

I staggered to my feet again, more amused than alarmed by my adventure. 
The candle had fallen from my hand, and was lost in the stream, but I had two 
others in my pocket, so that it was of no importance. I got one of them ready, and 
drew out my box of matches to light it. Only then did I realize my position. The 
box had been soaked in my fall into the river. It was impossible to strike the 
matches.  

A cold hand seemed to close round my heart as I realized my position. The 
darkness was opaque and horrible. It was so utter one put one's hand up to one's 
face as if to press off something solid. I stood still, and by an effort I steadied 
myself. I tried to reconstruct in my mind a map of the floor of the cavern as I had 
last seen it. Alas! the bearings which had impressed themselves upon my mind 
were high on the wall, and not to be found by touch. Still, I remembered in a 



general way how the sides were situated, and I hoped that by groping my way 
along them I should at last come to the opening of the Roman tunnel. Moving 
very slowly, and continually striking against the rocks, I set out on this desperate 
quest.  

But I very soon realized how impossible it was. In that black, velvety 
darkness one lost all one's bearings in an instant. Before I had made a dozen 
paces, I was utterly bewildered as to my whereabouts. The rippling of the stream, 
which was the one sound audible, showed me where it lay, but the moment that I 
left its bank I was utterly lost. The idea of finding my way back in absolute 
darkness through that limestone labyrinth was clearly an impossible one.  

I sat down upon a boulder and reflected upon my unfortunate plight. I had 
not told anyone that I proposed to come to the Blue John mine, and it was 
unlikely that a search party would come after me. Therefore I must trust to my 
own resources to get clear of the danger. There was only one hope, and that was 
that the matches might dry. When I fell into the river, only half of me had got 
thoroughly wet. My left shoulder had remained above the water. I took the box of 
matches, therefore, and put it into my left armpit. The moist air of the cavern 
might possibly be counteracted by the heat of my body, but even so, I knew that I 
could not hope to get a light for many hours. Meanwhile there was nothing for it 
but to wait.  

By good luck I had slipped several biscuits into my pocket before I left the 
farm-house. These I now devoured, and washed them down with a draught from 
that wretched stream which had been the cause of all my misfortunes. Then I felt 
about for a comfortable seat among the rocks, and, having discovered a place 
where I could get a support for my back, I stretched out my legs and settled 
myself down to wait. I was wretchedly damp and cold, but I tried to cheer myself 
with the reflection that modern science prescribed open windows and walks in all 
weather for my disease. Gradually, lulled by the monotonous gurgle of the stream, 
and by the absolute darkness, I sank into an uneasy slumber.  

How long this lasted I cannot say. It may have been for an hour, it may 
have been for several. Suddenly I sat up on my rock couch, with every nerve 
thrilling and every sense acutely on the alert. Beyond all doubt I had heard a 
sound--some sound very distinct from the gurgling of the waters. It had passed, 
but the reverberation of it still lingered in my ear. Was it a search party? They 
would most certainly have shouted, and vague as this sound was which had 
wakened me, it was very distinct from the human voice. I sat palpitating and 
hardly daring to breathe. There it was again! And again! Now it had become 
continuous. It was a tread --yes, surely it was the tread of some living creature. 
But what a tread it was! It gave one the impression of enormous weight carried 
upon sponge-like feet, which gave forth a muffled but ear-filling sound. The 
darkness was as complete as ever, but the tread was regular and decisive. And it 
was coming beyond all question in my direction.  



My skin grew cold, and my hair stood on end as I listened to that steady 
and ponderous footfall. There was some creature there, and surely by the speed of 
its advance, it was one which could see in the dark. I crouched low on my rock 
and tried to blend myself into it. The steps grew nearer still, then stopped, and 
presently I was aware of a loud lapping and gurgling. The creature was drinking 
at the stream. Then again there was silence, broken by a succession of long sniffs 
and snorts of tremendous volume and energy. Had it caught the scent of me? My 
own nostrils were filled by a low fetid odour, mephitic and abominable. Then I 
heard the steps again. They were on my side of the stream now. The stones rattled 
within a few yards of where I lay. Hardly daring to breathe, I crouched upon my 
rock. Then the steps drew away. I heard the splash as it returned across the river, 
and the sound died away into the distance in the direction from which it had 
come.  

For a long time I lay upon the rock, too much horrified to move. I thought 
of the sound which I had heard coming from the depths of the cave, of Armitage's 
fears, of the strange impression in the mud, and now came this final and absolute 
proof that there was indeed some inconceivable monster, something utterly 
unearthly and dreadful, which lurked in the hollow of the mountain. Of its nature 
or form I could frame no conception, save that it was both light-footed and 
gigantic. The combat between my reason, which told me that such things could 
not be, and my senses, which told me that they were, raged within me as I lay. 
Finally, I was almost ready to persuade myself that this experience had been part 
of some evil dream, and that my abnormal condition might have conjured up an 
hallucination. But there remained one final experience which removed the last 
possibility of doubt from my mind.  

I had taken my matches from my armpit and felt them. They seemed 
perfectly hard and dry. Stooping down into a crevice of the rocks, I tried one of 
them. To my delight it took fire at once. I lit the candle, and, with a terrified 
backward glance into the obscure depths of the cavern, I hurried in the direction 
of the Roman passage. As I did so I passed the patch of mud on which I had seen 
the huge imprint. Now I stood astonished before it, for there were three similar 
imprints upon its surface, enormous in size, irregular in outline, of a depth which 
indicated the ponderous weight which had left them. Then a great terror surged 
over me. Stooping and shading my candle with my hand, I ran in a frenzy of fear 
to the rocky archway, hastened up it, and never stopped until, with weary feet and 
panting lungs, I rushed up the final slope of stones, broke through the tangle of 
briars, and flung myself exhausted upon the soft grass under the peaceful light of 
the stars. It was three in the morning when I reached the farm- house, and today I 
am all unstrung and quivering after my terrific adventure. As yet I have told no 
one. I must move warily in the matter. What would the poor lonely women, or the 
uneducated yokels here think of it if I were to tell them my experience? Let me go 
to someone who can understand and advise.  



April 25.--I was laid up in bed for two days after my incredible adventure in the 
cavern. I use the adjective with a very definite meaning, for I have had an 
experience since which has shocked me almost as much as the other. I have said 
that I was looking round for someone who could advise me. There is a Dr. Mark 
Johnson who practices some few miles away, to whom I had a note of 
recommendation from Professor Saunderson. To him I drove, when I was strong 
enough to get about, and I recounted to him my whole strange experience. He 
listened intently, and then carefully examined me, paying special attention to my 
reflexes and to the pupils of my eyes. When he had finished, he refused to discuss 
my adventure, saying that it was entirely beyond him, but he gave me the card of 
a Mr. Picton at Castleton, with the advice that I should instantly go to him and tell 
him the story exactly as I had done to himself. He was, according to my adviser, 
the very man who was pre-eminently suited to help me. I went on to the station, 
therefore, and made my way to the little town, which is some ten miles away. Mr. 
Picton appeared to be a man of importance, as his brass plate was displayed upon 
the door of a considerable building on the outskirts of the town. I was about to 
ring his bell, when some misgiving came into my mind, and, crossing to a 
neighbouring shop, I asked the man behind the counter if he could tell me 
anything of Mr. Picton. "Why," said he, "he is the best mad doctor in Derbyshire, 
and yonder is his asylum." You can imagine that it was not long before I had 
shaken the dust of Castleton from my feet and returned to the farm, cursing all 
unimaginative pedants who cannot conceive that there may be things in creation 
which have never yet chanced to come across their mole's vision. After all, now 
that I am cooler, I can afford to admit that I have been no more sympathetic to 
Armitage than Dr. Johnson has been to me.  

April 27. When I was a student I had the reputation of being a man of courage and 
enterprise. I remember that when there was a ghost-hunt at Coltbridge it was I 
who sat up in the haunted house. Is it advancing years (after all, I am only thirty- 
five), or is it this physical malady which has caused degeneration? Certainly my 
heart quails when I think of that horrible cavern in the hill, and the certainty that it 
has some monstrous occupant. What shall I do? There is not an hour in the day 
that I do not debate the question. If I say nothing, then the mystery remains 
unsolved. If I do say anything, then I have the alternative of mad alarm over the 
whole countryside, or of absolute incredulity which may end in consigning me to 
an asylum. On the whole, I think that my best course is to wait, and to prepare for 
some expedition which shall be more deliberate and better thought out than the 
last. As a first step I have been to Castleton and obtained a few essentials--a large 
acetylene lantern for one thing, and a good double-barrelled sporting rifle for 
another. The latter I have hired, but I have bought a dozen heavy game cartridges, 
which would bring down a rhinoceros. Now I am ready for my troglodyte friend. 
Give me better health and a little spate of energy, and I shall try conclusions with 
him yet. But who and what is he? Ah! there is the question which stands between 
me and my sleep. How many theories do I form, only to discard each in turn! It is 
all so utterly unthinkable. And yet the cry, the footmark, the tread in the cavern--
no reasoning can get past these I think of the old- world legends of dragons and of 



other monsters. Were they, perhaps, not such fairy-tales as we have thought? Can 
it be that there is some fact which underlies them, and am I, of all mortals, the one 
who is chosen to expose it?  

May 3.--For several days I have been laid up by the vagaries of an English spring, 
and during those days there have been developments, the true and sinister 
meaning of which no one can appreciate save myself. I may say that we have had 
cloudy and moonless nights of late, which according to my information were the 
seasons upon which sheep disappeared. Well, sheep have disappeared. Two of 
Miss Allerton's, one of old Pearson's of the Cat Walk, and one of Mrs. Moulton's. 
Four in all during three nights. No trace is left of them at all, and the countryside 
is buzzing with rumours of gipsies and of sheep-stealers.  

But there is something more serious than that. Young Armitage has 
disappeared also. He left his moorland cottage early on Wednesday night and has 
never been heard of since. He was an unattached man, so there is less sensation 
than would otherwise be the case. The popular explanation is that he owes money, 
and has found a situation in some other part of the country, whence he will 
presently write for his belongings. But I have grave misgivings. Is it not much 
more likely that the recent tragedy of the sheep has caused him to take some steps 
which may have ended in his own destruction? He may, for example, have lain in 
wait for the creature and been carried off by it into the recesses of the mountains. 
What an inconceivable fate for a civilized Englishman of the twentieth century! 
And yet I feel that it is possible and even probable. But in that case, how far am I 
answerable both for his death and for any other mishap which may occur? Surely 
with the knowledge I already possess it must be my duty to see that something is 
done, or if necessary to do it myself. It must be the latter, for this morning I went 
down to the local police-station and told my story. The inspector entered it all in a 
large book and bowed me out with commendable gravity, but I heard a burst of 
laughter before I had got down his garden path. No doubt he was recounting my 
adventure to his family.  

June 10.--I am writing this, propped up in bed, six weeks after my last entry in 
this journal. I have gone through a terrible shock both to mind and body, arising 
from such an experience as has seldom befallen a human being before. But I have 
attained my end. The danger from the Terror which dwells in the Blue John Gap 
has passed never to return. Thus much at least I, a broken invalid, have done for 
the common good. Let me now recount what occurred as clearly as I may.  

The night of Friday, May 3rd, was dark and cloudy--the very night for the 
monster to walk. About eleven o'clock I went from the farm-house with my 
lantern and my rifle, having first left a note upon the table of my bedroom in 
which I said that, if I were missing, search should be made for me in the direction 
of the Gap. I made my way to the mouth of the Roman shaft, and, having perched 
myself among the rocks close to the opening, I shut off my lantern and waited 
patiently with my loaded rifle ready to my hand.  



It was a melancholy vigil. All down the winding valley I could see the 
scattered lights of the farm-houses, and the church clock of Chapel-le-Dale tolling 
the hours came faintly to my ears. These tokens of my fellow-men served only to 
make my own position seem the more lonely, and to call for a greater effort to 
overcome the terror which tempted me continually to get back to the farm, and 
abandon for ever this dangerous quest. And yet there lies deep in every man a 
rooted self-respect which makes it hard for him to turn back from that which he 
has once undertaken. This feeling of personal pride was my salvation now, and it 
was that alone which held me fast when every instinct of my nature was dragging 
me away. I am glad now that I had the strength. In spite of all that is has cost me, 
my manhood is at least above reproach.  

Twelve o'clock struck in the distant church, then one, then two. It was the 
darkest hour of the night. The clouds were drifting low, and there was not a star in 
the sky. An owl was hooting somewhere among the rocks, but no other sound, 
save the gentle sough of the wind, came to my ears. And then suddenly I heard it! 
From far away down the tunnel came those muffled steps, so soft and yet so 
ponderous. I heard also the rattle of stones as they gave way under that giant 
tread. They drew nearer. They were close upon me. I heard the crashing of the 
bushes round the entrance, and then dimly through the darkness I was conscious 
of the loom of some enormous shape, some monstrous inchoate creature, passing 
swiftly and very silently out from the tunnel. I was paralysed with fear and 
amazement. Long as I had waited, now that it had actually come I was unprepared 
for the shock. I lay motionless and breathless, whilst the great dark mass whisked 
by me and was swallowed up in the night.  

But now I nerved myself for its return. No sound came from the sleeping 
countryside to tell of the horror which was loose. In no way could I judge how far 
off it was, what it was doing, or when it might be back. But not a second time 
should my nerve fail me, not a second time should it pass unchallenged. I swore it 
between my clenched teeth as I laid my cocked rifle across the rock.  

And yet it nearly happened. There was no warning of approach now as the 
creature passed over the grass. Suddenly, like a dark, drifting shadow, the huge 
bulk loomed up once more before me, making for the entrance of the cave. Again 
came that paralysis of volition which held my crooked forefinger impotent upon 
the trigger. But with a desperate effort I shook it off. Even as the brushwood 
rustled, and the monstrous beast blended with the shadow of the Gap, I fired at the 
retreating form. In the blaze of the gun I caught a glimpse of a great shaggy mass, 
something with rough and bristling hair of a withered grey colour, fading away to 
white in its lower parts, the huge body supported upon short, thick, curving legs. I 
had just that glance, and then I heard the rattle of the stones as the creature tore 
down into its burrow. In an instant, with a triumphant revulsion of feeling, I had 
cast my fears to the wind, and uncovering my powerful lantern, with my rifle in 
my hand, I sprang down from my rock and rushed after the monster down the old 
Roman shaft.  



My splendid lamp cast a brilliant flood of vivid light in front of me, very 
different from the yellow glimmer which had aided me down the same passage 
only twelve days before. As I ran, I saw the great beast lurching along before me, 
its huge bulk filling up the whole space from wall to wall. Its hair looked like 
coarse faded oakum, and hung down in long, dense masses which swayed as it 
moved. It was like an enormous unclipped sheep in its fleece, but in size it was far 
larger than the largest elephant, and its breadth seemed to be nearly as great as its 
height. It fills me with amazement now to think that I should have dared to follow 
such a horror into the bowels of the earth, but when one's blood is up, and when 
one's quarry seems to be flying, the old primeval hunting- spirit awakes and 
prudence is cast to the wind. Rifle in hand, I ran at the top of my speed upon the 
trail of the monster.  

I had seen that the creature was swift. Now I was to find out to my cost 
that it was also very cunning. I had imagined that it was in panic flight, and that I 
had only to pursue it. The idea that it might turn upon me never entered my 
excited brain. I have already explained that the passage down which I was racing 
opened into a great central cave. Into this I rushed, fearful lest I should lose all 
trace of the beast. But he had turned upon his own traces, and in a moment we 
were face to face.  

That picture, seen in the brilliant white light of the lantern, is etched for 
ever upon my brain. He had reared up on his hind legs as a bear would do, and 
stood above me, enormous, menacing-- such a creature as no nightmare had ever 
brought to my imagination. I have said that he reared like a bear, and there was 
something bear-like--if one could conceive a bear which was ten-fold the bulk of 
any bear seen upon earth--in his whole pose and attitude, in his great crooked 
forelegs with their ivory-white claws, in his rugged skin, and in his red, gaping 
mouth, fringed with monstrous fangs. Only in one point did he differ from the 
bear, or from any other creature which walks the earth, and even at that supreme 
moment a shudder of horror passed over me as I observed that the eyes which 
glistened in the glow of my lantern were huge, projecting bulbs, white and 
sightless. For a moment his great paws swung over my head. The next he fell 
forward upon me, I and my broken lantern crashed to the earth, and I remember 
no more.  

When I came to myself I was back in the farm-house of the Allertons. 
Two days had passed since my terrible adventure in the Blue John Gap. It seems 
that I had lain all night in the cave insensible from concussion of the brain, with 
my left arm and two ribs badly fractured. In the morning my note had been found, 
a search party of a dozen farmers assembled, and I had been tracked down and 
carried back to my bedroom, where I had lain in high delirium ever since. There 
was, it seems, no sign of the creature, and no bloodstain which would show that 
my bullet had found him as he passed. Save for my own plight and the marks 
upon the mud, there was nothing to prove that what I said was true.  



Six weeks have now elapsed, and I am able to sit out once more in the 
sunshine. Just opposite me is the steep hillside, grey with shaly rock, and yonder 
on its flank is the dark cleft which marks the opening of the Blue John Gap. But it 
is no longer a source of terror. Never again through that ill-omened tunnel shall 
any strange shape flit out into the world of men. The educated and the scientific, 
the Dr. Johnsons and the like, may smile at my narrative, but the poorer folk of 
the countryside had never a doubt as to its truth. On the day after my recovering 
consciousness they assembled in their hundreds round the Blue John Gap. As the 
Castleton Courier said:  

"It was useless for our correspondent, or for any of the adventurous 
gentlemen who had come from Matlock, Buxton, and other parts, to offer to 
descend, to explore the cave to the end, and to finally test the extraordinary 
narrative of Dr. James Hardcastle. The country people had taken the matter into 
their own hands, and from an early hour of the morning they had worked hard in 
stopping up the entrance of the tunnel. There is a sharp slope where the shaft 
begins, and great boulders, rolled along by many willing hands, were thrust down 
it until the Gap was absolutely sealed. So ends the episode which has caused such 
excitement throughout the country. Local opinion is fiercely divided upon the 
subject. On the one hand are those who point to Dr. Hardcastle's impaired health, 
and to the possibility of cerebral lesions of tubercular origin giving rise to strange 
hallucinations. Some idee fixe, according to these gentlemen, caused the doctor to 
wander down the tunnel, and a fall among the rocks was sufficient to account for 
his injuries. On the other hand, a legend of a strange creature in the Gap has 
existed for some months back, and the farmers look upon Dr. Hardcastle's 
narrative and his personal injuries as a final corroboration. So the matter stands, 
and so the matter will continue to stand, for no definite solution seems to us to be 
now possible. It transcends human wit to give any scientific explanation which 
could cover the alleged facts."  

Perhaps before the Courier published these words they would have been 
wise to send their representative to me. I have thought the matter out, as no one 
else has occasion to do, and it is possible that I might have removed some of the 
more obvious difficulties of the narrative and brought it one degree nearer to 
scientific acceptance. Let me then write down the only explanation which seems 
to me to elucidate what I know to my cost to have been a series of facts. My 
theory may seem to be wildly improbable, but at least no one can venture to say 
that it is impossible.  

My view is--and it was formed, as is shown by my diary, before my 
personal adventure--that in this part of England there is a vast subterranean lake 
or sea, which is fed by the great number of streams which pass down through the 
limestone. Where there is a large collection of water there must also be some 
evaporation, mists or rain, and a possibility of vegetation. This in turn suggests 
that there may be animal life, arising, as the vegetable life would also do, from 
those seeds and types which had been introduced at an early period of the world's 



history, when communication with the outer air was more easy. This place had 
then developed a fauna and flora of its own, including such monsters as the one 
which I had seen, which may well have been the old cave-bear, enormously 
enlarged and modified by its new environment. For countless aeons the internal 
and the external creation had kept apart, growing steadily away from each other. 
Then there had come some rift in the depths of the mountain which had enabled 
one creature to wander up and, by means of the Roman tunnel, to reach the open 
air. Like all subterranean life, it had lost the power of sight, but this had no doubt 
been compensated for by nature in other directions. Certainly it had some means 
of finding its way about, and of hunting down the sheep upon the hillside. As to 
its choice of dark nights, it is part of my theory that light was painful to those 
great white eyeballs, and that it was only a pitch-black world which it could 
tolerate. Perhaps, indeed, it was the glare of my lantern which saved my life at 
that awful moment when we were face to face. So I read the riddle. I leave these 
facts behind me, and if you can explain them, do so; or if you choose to doubt 
them, do so. Neither your belief nor your incredulity can alter them, nor affect one 
whose task is nearly over.  

So ended the strange narrative of Dr. James Hardcastle.  

 

COMMENTARY 

Conan Doyle uses the diary in this story. The diary is a handy devise for several reasons. 
First and foremost, it allows the writer to tell the story in the first person. This makes the 
tale feel immediate and exciting. Secondly, the narrator can only relate the known facts 
that he or she sees, hears, etc. allowing the writer to hide things. In “The Terror of Blue 
John Gap” this is important because Doyle wants you to hear and sense the creature 
before you actually see it in the finale. He has his narrator, Hardcastle, fall in the 
subterranean river so he can not light his candle. His first encounter with the beast is in 
the dark. By limiting the narrator’s senses he both limits our knowledge and heightens his 
vulnerability.  

The other thing Doyle does in this tale is he begins the character as a hard-boiled skeptic 
then slowly changes his viewpoint on the unknown. Later he tries to find others to help 
him capture the creature but only narrowly escapes ending up in a lunatic asylum. The 
narrator was once as unbelieiving as those who would send him there. This change within 
the viewpoint character is essential for it buys credibility with the reader. We don’t 
believe in such creatures and neither does the narrator. But as we follow him along in his 
adventure we allow ‘willing suspension of disbelief” when we see this change. The end 
result is not the dear reader believing in monsters but riding along and enjoying the fun. 
This “buying in” is essential if we are stay with the story to the end. 

 



EXERCISES 

Write a story: 

- in diary format. Use the diary to hide or reveal information. 
- where the monster is perceived only through a sense other than sight. 
- that takes a skeptic from not believing to unshakable belief. 

 

 

 

LUKUNDOO  
By Edward Lucas White 

Edward Lucas White (1866-1934) wrote several classics in the horror genre, many of 
them from real dreams. Perhaps it is this that gives White’s stories their distinctively 
weird feel. Many famous stories are said to have been written from dreams, including 
Frankenstein, “The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde” and many of the Cthulhu 
Mythos tales of H. P. Lovecraft. (How useful dreams will be to a monster writer will 
depend on your own nighttime visions. I, personally, sleep too well.) 

 

"IT stands to reason," said Twombly, "that a man must accept of his own eyes, and when 
eyes and ears agree, there can be no doubt. He has to believe what he has both seen and 
heard."  

"Not always," put in Singleton, softly.  

Every man turned toward Singleton. Twombly was standing on hearthrug, his 
back to the grate, his legs spread out, with his habitual air of dominating the room. 
Singleton, as usual, was as much as possible effaced in a corner. But when Singleton 
spoke he said something. We faced him in that flattering spontaneity of expectant silence 
which invites utterance.  

"I was thinking," he said, after an interval, "of something I both saw and heard in 
Africa."  



Now, if there was one thing we had found impossible, it had been to elicit from 
Singleton anything definite about his African experiences. As with the Alpinist in the 
story, who could tell only that he went up and came down, the sum of Singleton's 
revelations had been that he went there and came away. His words now riveted our 
attention at once. Twombly faded from the hearthrug, but not one of us could ever recall 
having seen him go. The room readjusted itself, focused on Singleton, and there was 
some hasty and furtive lighting of fresh cigars. Singleton lit one also, but it went out 
immediately, and he never relit it.  

 
 

I 
  WE were in the Great Forest, exploring for pigmies. Van Rieten had a theory that the 
dwarfs found by Stanley and others were a mere cross-breed between ordinary negroes 
and the real pigmies. He hoped to discover a race of men three feet tall at most, or 
shorter. We had found no trace of any such beings.  

Natives were few, game scarce; food, except game, there was none; and the 
deepest, dankest, drippingest forest all about. We were the only novelty in the country, no 
native we met had ever seen a white man before, most had never heard of white men. All 
of a sudden, late one afternoon, there came into our camp an Englishman, and pretty well 
used up he was, too. We had heard no rumor of him; he had not only heard of us but had 
made an amazing five-day march to reach us. His guide and two bearers were nearly as 
done up as he. Even though he was in tatters and had five days' beard on, you could see 
he was naturally dapper and neat and the sort of man to shave daily. He was small, but 
wiry. His face was the sort of British face from which emotion has been so carefully 
banished that a foreigner is apt to think the wearer of the face incapable of any sort of 
feeling; the kind of face which, if it has any expression at all, expresses principally the 
resolution to go through the world decorously, without intruding upon or annoying 
anyone.  

His name was Etcham. He introduced himself modestly, and ate with us so 
deliberately that we should never have suspected, if our bearers had not had it from his 
bearers, that he had had but three meals in the five days, and those small. After we had lit 
up he told us why he had come.  

"My chief is ve'y seedy," he said between puffs. "He is bound to go out if he 
keeps this way. I thought perhaps . . ."  

He spoke quietly in a soft, even tone, but I could see little beads of sweat oozing 
out on his upper lip under his stubby mustache, and there was a tingle of repressed 
emotion in his tone, a veiled eagerness in his eye, a palpitating inward solicitude in his 
demeanor that moved me at once. Van Rieten had no sentiment in him; if he was moved 



he did not show it. But he listened. I was surprised at that. He was just the man to refuse 
at once. But he listened to Etcham's halting, difficult hints. He even asked questions.  

"Who is your chief?"  

"Stone," Etcham lisped.  

That electrified both of us.  

"Ralph Stone?" we ejaculated together.  

Etcham nodded.  

For some minutes Van Rieten and I were silent. Van Rieten had never seen him, 
but I had been a classmate of Stone's, and Van Rieten and I had discussed him over many 
a campfire. We had heard of him two years before, south of Luebo in the Balunda 
country, which had been ringing with his theatrical strife against a Balunda witch-doctor, 
ending in the sorcerer's complete discomfiture and the abasement of his tribe before 
Stone. They had even broken the fetish-man's whistle and given Stone the pieces. It had 
been like the triumph of Elijah over the prophets of Baal, only more real to the Balunda.  

We had thought of Stone as far off, if still in Africa at all, and here he turned up 
ahead of us and probably forestalling our quest.  

   
 

 

II 
  ETCHAM’S naming of Stone brought back to us all his tantalizing story, his fascinating 
parents, their tragic death; the brilliance of his college days; the dazzle of his millions; the 
promise of his young manhood; his wide notoriety, so nearly real fame; his romantic 
elopement with the meteoric authoress whose sudden cascade of fiction had made her so 
great a name so young, whose beauty and charm were so much heralded; the frightful 
scandal of the breach-of-promise suit that followed; his bride's devotion through it all; 
their sudden quarrel after it was all over; their divorce; the too much advertised 
announcement of his approaching marriage to the plaintiff in the breach-of-promise suit; 
his precipitate remarriage to his divorced bride; their second quarrel and second divorce; 
his departure from his native land; his advent in the dark continent. The sense of all this 
rushed over me and I believe Van Rieten felt it, too, as he sat silent.  

Then he asked:  

"Where is Werner?"  



"Dead," said Etcham. "He died before I joined Stone."  

"You were not with Stone above Luebo?"  

"No," said Etcham, "I joined him at Stanley Falls."  

"Who is with him?" Van Rieten asked.  

"Only his Zanzibar servants and the bearers," Etcham replied.  

"What sort of bearers?" Van Rieten demanded.  

"Mang-Battu men," Etcham responded simply.  

Now that impressed both Van Rieten and myself greatly. It bore out Stone's 
reputation as a notable leader of men. For up to that time no one had been able to use 
Mang-Battu as bearers outside of their own country, or to hold them for long or difficult 
expeditions.  

"Were you long among the Mang-Battu?" was Van Rieten's next question.  

"Some weeks," said Etcham. "Stone was interested in them and made up a fair-
sized vocabulary of their words and phrases. He had a theory that they are an offshoot of 
the Balunda and he found much confirmation in their customs."  

"What do you live on?" Van Rieten enquired.  

"Game, mostly," Etcham lisped.  

"How long has Stone been laid up?" Van Rieten next asked.  

"More than a month," Etcham answered.  

"And you have been hunting for the camp?" Van Rieten exclaimed.  

Etcham's face, burnt and flayed as it was, showed a flush.  

"I missed some easy shots," he admitted ruefully. "I've not felt ve'y fit myself."  

"What's the matter with your chief?" Van Rieten enquired.  

"Something like carbuncles," Etcham replied.  

"He ought to get over a carbuncle or two," Van Rieten declared.  



"They are not carbuncles," Etcham explained. "Nor one or two. He has had 
dozens, sometimes five at once. If they had been carbuncles he would have been dead 
long ago. But in some ways they are not so bad, though in others they are worse."  

"How do you mean?" Van Rieten queried.  

"Well," Etcham hesitated, "they do not seem to inflame so deep nor so wide as 
carbuncles, nor to be so painful, nor to cause so much fever. But then they seem to be 
part of a disease that affects his mind. He let me help him dress the first, but the others he 
has hidden most carefully, from me and from the men. He keeps his tent when they puff 
up, and will not let me change the dressings or be with him at all."  

"Have you plenty of dressings?" Van Rieten asked.  

"We have some," said Etcham doubtfully. "But he won't use them; he washes out 
the dressings and uses them over and over."  

"How is he treating the swellings?" Van Rieten enquired.  

"He slices them off clean down to flesh level, with his razor."  

"What?" Van Rieten shouted.  

Etcham made no answer but looked him steadily in the eyes.  

"I beg pardon," Van Rieten hastened to say. "You startled me. They can't be 
carbuncles. He'd have been dead long ago."  

"I thought I had said they are not carbuncles," Etcham lisped.  

"But the man must be crazy!" Van Rieten exclaimed.  

"Just so," said Etcham. "He is beyond my advice or control."  

"How many has he treated that way?" Van Rieten demanded.  

"Two, to my knowledge," Etcham said.  

"Two?" Van Rieten queried.  

Etcham flushed again.  

"I saw him," he confessed, "through a crack in the hut. I felt impelled to keep a 
watch on him, as if he was not responsible."  

"I should think not," Van Rieten agreed. "And you saw him do that twice?"  



"I conjecture," said Etcham, "that he did the like with all the rest."  

"How many has he had?" Van Rieten asked.  

"Dozens," Etcham lisped.  

"Does he eat?" Van Rieten enquired.  

"Like a wolf," said Etcham. "More than any two bearers."  

"Can he walk?" Van Rieten asked.  

"He crawls a bit, groaning," said Etcham simply.  

"Little fever, you say," Van Rieten ruminated.  

"Enough and too much," Etcham declared.  

"Has he been delirious?" Van Rieten asked.  

"Only twice," Etcham replied; "once when the first swelling broke, and once later. 
He would not let anyone come near him then. But we could hear him talking, talking 
steadily, and it scared the natives.  

"Was he talking their patter in delirium?" Van Rieten demanded.  

"No," said Etcham, "but he was talking some similar lingo. Hamed Burghash said 
he was talking Balunda. I know too little Balunda. I do not learn languages readily. Stone 
learned more Mang-Battu in a week than I could have learned in a year. But I seemed to 
hear words like Mang-Battu words. Anyhow, the Mang-Battu bearers were scared."  

"Scared?" Van Rieten repeated, questioningly.  

"So were the Zanzibar men, even Hamed Burghash, and so was I," said Etcham, 
"only for a different reason. He talked in two voices."  

"In two voices," Van Rieten reflected.  

"Yes," said Etcham, more excitedly than he had yet spoken. "In two voices, like a 
conversation. One was his own, one a small, thin, bleaty voice like nothing I ever heard. I 
seemed to make out, among the sounds the deep voice made, something like Mang-Battu 
words I knew, as nedru, metababa, and nedo, their terms for 'head,' 'shoulder,' 'thigh,' and 
perhaps kudra and nekere ('speak' and 'whistle'); and among the noises of the shrill voice 
matomipa, angunzi, and kamomami ('kill,' 'death,' and 'hate'). Hamed Burghash said he 
also heard those words. He knew Mang-Battu far better than I."  



"What did the bearers say?" Van Rieten asked.  

"They said, 'Lukundoo, Lukundoo!'" Etcham replied. "I did not know the word; 
Hamed Burghash said it was Mang-Battu for 'leopard.'"  

"It's Mang-Battu for 'witchcraft,'" said Van Rieten.  

"I don't wonder they thought so," said Etcham. "It was enough to make one 
believe in sorcery to listen to those two voices."  

"One voice answering the other?" Van Rieten asked perfunctorily.  

Etcham's face went gray under his tan.  

"Sometimes both at once," he answered huskily.  

"Both at once!" Van Rieten ejaculated.  

"It sounded that way to the men, too," said Etcham. "And that was not all."  

He stopped and looked helplessly at us for a moment.  

"Could a man talk and whistle at the same time?" he asked.  

"How do you mean?" Van Rieten queried.  

"We could hear Stone talking away, his big, deep-cheated baritone rumbling 
along, and through it all we could hear a high, shrill whistle, the oddest, wheezy sound. 
You know, no matter how shrilly a grown man may whistle, the note has a different 
quality from the whistle of a boy or a woman or a little girl. They sound more treble, 
somehow. Well, if you can imagine the smallest girl who could whistle keeping it up 
tunelessly right along, that whistle was like that, only even more piercing, and it sounded 
right through Stone's bass tones."  

"And you didn't go to him?" Van Rieten cried.  

"He is not given to threats," Etcham disclaimed. "But he had threatened, not 
volubly, nor like a sick man, but quietly and firmly, that if any man of us (he lumped me 
in with the men) came near him while he was in his trouble, that man should die. And it 
was not so much his words as his manner. It was like a monarch commanding respected 
privacy for a deathbed. One simply could not transgress."  

"I see," said Van Rieten shortly.  

"He's ve'y seedy," Etcham repeated helplessly. "I thought perhaps...."  



His absorbing affection for Stone, his real love for him, shone out through his 
envelope of conventional training. Worship of Stone was plainly his master passion.  

Like many competent men, Van Rieten had a streak of hard selfishness in him. It 
came to the surface then. He said we carried our lives in our hands from day to day just as 
genuinely as Stone; that he did not forget the ties of blood and calling between any two 
explorers, but that there was no sense in imperiling one party for a very problematical 
benefit to a man probably beyond any help; that it was enough of a task to hunt for one 
party; that if two were united, providing food would be more than doubly difficult; that 
the risk of starvation was too great. Deflecting our march seven full days' journey (he 
complimented Etcham on his marching powers) might ruin our expedition entirely.  

  
 

III 
  VAN RIETEN had logic on his side and he had a way with him. Etcham sat there 
apologetic and deferential, like a fourth-form schoolboy before a head master. Van Rieten 
wound up.  

"I am after pigmies, at the risk of my life. After pigmies I go."  

"Perhaps, then, these will interest you," said Etcham, very quietly.  

He took two objects out of the sidepocket of his blouse, and handed them to Van 
Rieten. They were round, bigger than big plums, and smaller than small peaches, about 
the right size to enclose in an average hand. They were black, and at first I did not see 
what they were.  

"Pigmies!" Van Rieten exclaimed. "Pigmies, indeed! Why, they wouldn't be two 
feet high! Do you mean to claim that these are adult heads?"  

"I claim nothing," Etcham answered evenly. "You can see for yourself."  

Van Rieten passed one of the heads to me. The sun was just setting and I 
examined it closely. A dried head it was, perfectly preserved, and the flesh as hard as 
Argentine jerked beef. A bit of a vertebra stuck out where the muscles of the vanished 
neck had shriveled into folds. The puny chin was sharp on a projecting jaw, the minute 
teeth white and even between the retracted lips, the tiny nose was flat, the little forehead 
retreating, there were inconsiderable clumps of stunted wool on the Lilliputian cranium. 
There was nothing babyish, childish or youthful about the head; rather it was mature to 
senility.  

"Where did these come from?" Van Rieten enquired.  



"I do not know," Etcham replied precisely. "I found them among Stone's effects 
while rummaging for medicines or drugs or anything that could help me to help him. I do 
not know where he got them. But I'll swear he did not have them when we entered this 
district."  

"Are you sure?" Van Rieten queried, his eyes big and fixed on Etcham's.  

"Ve'y sure," lisped Etcham.  

"But how could he have come by them without your knowledge?" Van Rieten 
demurred.  

"Sometimes we were apart ten days at a time hunting," said Etcham. "Stone is not 
a talking man. He gave me no account of his doings, and Hamed Burghash keeps a still 
tongue and a tight hold on the men."  

"You have examined these heads?" Van Rieten asked.  

"Minutely," said Etcham.  

Van Rieten took out his notebook. He was a methodical chap. He tore out a leaf, 
folded it and divided it equally into three pieces. He gave one to me and one to Etcham.  

"Just for a test of my impressions," he said, "I want each of us to write separately 
just what he is most reminded of by these heads. Then I want to compare the writings."  

I handed Etcham a pencil and he wrote. Then he handed the pencil back to me and 
I wrote.  

"Read the three," said Van Rieten, handing me his piece.  

Van Rieten had written:  

"An old Balunda witch-doctor."  

Etcham had written:  

"An old Mang-Battu fetish-man."  

I had written:  

"An old Katongo magician."  

"There!" Van Rieten exclaimed. "Look at that! There is nothing Wagabi or Batwa 
or Wambuttu or Wabotu about these heads. Nor anything pigmy either."  



"I thought as much," said Etcham.  

"And you say he did not have them before?"  

"To a certainty he did not," Etcham asserted.  

"It is worth following up," said Van Rieten. "I'll go with you. And first of all, I'll 
do my best to save Stone."  

He put out his hand and Etcham clasped it silently. He was grateful all over.  

  
 

IV 
  NOTHING but Etcham's fever of solicitude could have taken him in five days over the 
track. It took him eight days to retrace with full knowledge of it and our party to help. We 
could not have done it in seven, and Etcham urged us on, in a repressed fury of anxiety, 
no mere fever of duty to his chief, but a real ardor of devotion, a glow of personal 
adoration for Stone which blazed under his dry conventional exterior and showed in spite 
of him.  

We found Stone well cared for. Etcham had seen to a good, high thorn zareeba 
round the camp, the huts were well built, and thatched and Stone's was as good as their 
resources would permit. Hamed Burghash was not named after two Seyyids for nothing. 
He had in him the making of a sultan. He had kept the Mang-Battu together, not a man 
had slipped off, and he had kept them in order. Also he was a deft nurse and a faithful 
servant.  

The two other Zanzibaris had done some creditable hunting. Though all were 
hungry, the camp was far from starvation.  

Stone was on a canvas cot and there was a sort of collapsible camp-stool-table, 
like a Turkish tabouret, by the cot. It had a water-bottle and some vials on it and Stone's 
watch, also his razor in its case.  

Stone was clean and not emaciated, but he was far gone; not unconscious, but in a 
daze; past commanding or resisting anyone. He did not seem to see us enter or to know 
we were there. I should have recognized him anywhere. His boyish dash and grace had 
vanished utterly, of course. But his head was even more leonine; his hair was still 
abundant, yellow and wavy; the close, crisped blond beard he had grown during his 
illness did not alter him. He was big and big-cheated yet. His eyes were dull and he 
mumbled and babbled mere meaningless syllables, not words.  



Etcham helped Van Rieten to uncover him and look him over. He was in good 
muscle for a man so long bedridden. There were no scars on him except about his knees, 
shoulders and chest. On each knee and above it he had a full score of roundish cicatrices, 
and a dozen or more on each shoulder, all in front. Two or three were open wounds and 
four or five barely healed. He had no fresh swellings, except two, one on each side, on his 
pectoral muscles, the one on the left being higher up and farther out than the other. They 
did not look like boils or carbuncles, but as if something blunt and hard were being 
pushed up through the fairly healthy flesh and skin, not much inflamed.  

"I should not lance those," said Van Rieten, and Etcham assented.  

They made Stone as comfortable as they could, and just before sunset we looked 
in at him again. He was lying on his back, and his chest showed big and massive yet, but 
he lay as if in a stupor. We left Etcham with him and went into the next hut, which 
Etcham had resigned to us. The jungle noises were no different than anywhere else for 
months past, and I was soon fast asleep.  

  
 

V 
SOMETIME in the pitch dark I found myself awake and listening. I could hear two 
voices, one Stone's, the other sibilant and wheezy. I knew Stone's voice after all the years 
that had passed since I heard it last. The other was like nothing I remembered. It had less 
volume than the wail of a new-born baby, yet there was an insistent carrying power to it, 
like the shrilling of an insect. As I listened I heard Van Rieten breathing near me in the 
dark; then he heard me and realized that I was listening, too. Like Etcham I knew little 
Balunda, but I could make out a word or two. The voices alternated, with intervals of 
silence between.  

Then suddenly both sounded at once and fast. Stone's baritone basso, full as if he 
were in perfect health, and that incredibly stridulous falsetto, both jabbering at once like 
the voices of two people quarreling and trying to talk each other down.  

"I can't stand this," said Van Rieten. "Let's have a look at him."  

He had one of those cylindrical electric night-candles. He fumbled about for it, 
touched the button and beckoned me to come with him. Outside the hut he motioned me 
to stand still, and instinctively turned off the light, as if seeing made listening difficult.  

Except for a faint glow from the embers of the bearers' fire we were in complete 
darkness, little starlight struggled through the trees, the river made but a faint murmur. 
We could hear the two voices together and then suddenly the creaking voice changed into 
a razor-edged, slicing whistle, indescribably cutting, continuing right through Stone's 
grumbling torrent of croaking words.  



"Good God!" exclaimed Van Rieten.  

Abruptly he turned on the light.  

We found Etcham utterly asleep, exhausted by his long anxiety and the exertions 
of his phenomenal march, and relaxed completely now that the load was in a sense 
shifted from his shoulders to Van Rieten's. Even the light on his face did not wake him.  

The whistle had ceased and the two voices now sounded together. Both came 
from Stone's cot, where the concentrated white ray showed him lying just as we had left 
him, except that he had tossed his arms above his head and had torn the coverings and 
bandages from his chest.  

The swelling on his right breast had broken. Van Rieten aimed the center line of 
the light at it and we saw it plainly. From his flesh, grown out of it, there protruded a 
head, such a head as the dried specimens Etcham had shown us, as if it were a miniature 
of the head of a Balunda fetish-man. It was black, shining black as the blackest African 
skin; it rolled the whites of its wicked, wee eyes and showed its microscopic teeth 
between lips repulsively negroid in their red fullness, even in so diminutive a face. It had 
crisp, fuzzy wool on its minikin skull, it turned malignantly from side to side and 
chittered incessantly in that inconceivable falsetto. Stone babbled brokenly against its 
patter.  

Van Rieten turned from Stone and waked Etcham, with some difficulty. When he 
was awake and saw it all, Etcham stared and said not one word.  

"You saw him slice off two swellings?" Van Rieten asked.  

Etcham nodded, chokingly.  

"Did he bleed much?" Van Rieten demanded.  

"Ve'y little," Etcham replied.  

"You hold his arms," said Van Rieten to Etcham.  

He took up Stone's razor and handed me the light. Stone showed no sign of seeing 
the light or of knowing we were there. But the little head mewled and screeched at us.  

Van Rieten's hand was steady, and the sweep of the razor even and true. Stone 
bled amazingly little and Van Rieten dressed the wound as if it had been a bruise or 
scrape.  

Stone had stopped talking the instant the excrescent head was severed. Van Rieten 
did all that could be done for Stone and then fairly grabbed the light from me. Snatching 



up a gun he scanned the ground by the cot and brought the butt down once and twice, 
viciously.  

We went back to our hut, but I doubt if I slept.  

  
 

VI 
NEXT day, near noon, in broad daylight, we heard the two voices from Stone's hut. We 
found Etcham dropped asleep by his charge. The swelling on the left had broken, and just 
such another head was there miauling and spluttering. Etcham woke up and the three of 
us stood there and glared. Stone interjected hoarse vocables into the tinkling gurgle of the 
portent's utterance.  

Van Rieten stepped forward, took up Stone's razor and knelt down by the cot. The 
atomy of a head squealed a wheezy snarl at him.  

Then suddenly Stone spoke English.  

"Who are you with my razor?"  

Van Rieten started back and stood up.  

Stone's eyes were clear now and bright, they roved about the hut.  

"The end," he said; "I recognize the end. I seem to see Etcham, as if in life. But 
Singleton! Ah, Singleton! Ghosts of my boyhood come to watch me pass! And you, 
strange specter with the black beard and my razor! Aroint ye all!"  

"I'm no ghost, Stone," I managed to say. "I'm alive. So are Etcham and Van 
Rieten. We are here to help you."  

"Van Rieten!" he exclaimed. "My work passes on to a better man. Luck go with 
you, Van Rieten."  

Van Rieten went nearer to him.  

"Just hold still a moment, old man," he said soothingly. "It will be only one 
twinge."  

"I've held still for many such twinges," Stone answered quite distinctly. "Let me 
be. Let me die in my own way. The hydra was nothing to this. You can cut off ten, a 
hundred, a thousand heads, but the curse you can not cut off, or take off. What's soaked 



into the bone won't come out of the flesh, any more than what's bred there. Don't hack me 
any more. Promise!"  

His voice had all the old commanding tone of his boyhood and it swayed Van 
Rieten as it always had swayed everybody.  

"I promise," said Van Rieten.  

Almost as he said the word Stone's eyes filmed again.  

Then we three sat about Stone and watched that hideous, gibbering prodigy grow 
up out of Stone's flesh, till two horrid, spindling little black arms disengaged themselves. 
The infinitesimal nails were perfect to the barely perceptible moon at the quick, the pink 
spot on the palm was horridly natural. These arms gesticulated and the right plucked 
toward Stone's blond beard.  

"I can't stand this," Van Rieten exclaimed and took up the razor again.  

Instantly Stone's eyes opened, hard and glittering.  

"Van Rieten break his word?" he enunciated slowly. "Never!"  

"But we must help you," Van Rieten gasped.  

"I am past all help and all hurting," said Stone. "This is my hour. This curse is not 
put on me; it grew out of me, like this horror here. Even now I go."  

His eyes closed and we stood helpless, the adherent figure spouting shrill 
sentences.  

In a moment Stone spoke again.  

"You speak all tongues?" he asked quickly.  

And the mergent minikin replied in sudden English:  

"Yea, verily, all that you speak," putting out its microscopic tongue, writhing its 
lips and wagging its head from side to side. We could see the thready ribs on its exiguous 
flanks heave as if the thing breathed.  

"Has she forgiven me?" Stone asked in a muffled strangle.  

"Not while the moss hangs from the cypresses," the head squeaked. "Not while 
the stars shine on Lake Pontchartrain will she forgive."  



And then Stone, all with one motion, wrenched himself over on his side. The next 
instant he was dead.  

    

WHEN Singleton's voice ceased the room was hushed for a space. We could hear each 
other breathing. Twombly, the tactless, broke the silence.  

"I presume," he said, "you cut off the little minikin and brought it home in 
alcohol."  

Singleton turned on him a stern countenance.  

"We buried Stone," he said, "unmutilated as he died."  

"But," said the unconscionable Twombly, "the whole thing is incredible."  

Singleton stiffened.  

"I did not expect you to believe it," he said; "I began by saying that although I 
heard and saw it, when I look back on it I cannot credit it myself." 

 

COMMENTARY 

White uses two useful tricks in “Lukundoo”. The first is to distance himself from the 
narration. The tale is a story told by Singleton in his club about himself and another 
named van Rieten who met a guy named Etcham who worked with Stone, the actual 
central figure of the story. White could have told the story simply in Stone’s words but he 
doesn’t. Here’s why: 1) the terror of the miniature heads forming on his body has more 
impact by first, making you figure out the mystery and second, by allowing the reader to 
imagine most of it for themselves. A detailed description of the process would be 
gruesome but tedious, and largely unbelievable, maybe even funny. A good horror writer 
suggests, leaving all the laughable stuff unsaid, getting the reader to fill in the blanks. To 
overdraw the picture is to excite laughter.  

The second useful tactic is the onion-layering of the story. First, as I already said, this 
distances the reader from the horror, but it also makes the reader have to read on to find 
out what all the horrible clues mean. A little mystery is good in any genre of fiction. The 
slow piecing together allows the horror to arrive slowly, building in its horrible details. If 
White just came out an said “There’s a guy with heads growing out of him because a 
witch doctor cursed him” you might say to yourself, “That’s gross but—so what?” It is 
the slow revealing, like an erotic dancer removing one garment at a time, which builds 
the tension.  



EXERCISES 

Write a story: 

- with onion-peel layers. Make the reader have to peel away several levels to find 
the real horror at the end. 

- about a gruesome process. Try writing it from the point-of-view of the victim. 
Then write the same story again from the point-of-view of an observer. Which 
works better? 

- in which someone has a terrible secret. Do not reveal the secret until the very end. 

 

 
 

 

THE DERELICT 
By William Hope Hodgson 

William Hope Hodgson (1877-1918) wrote several masterpieces in his short life. (Like 
Saki, he died in World War I). Hodgson’s work can be flawed in places but through this 
shines a sense of weirdness that is always strongest when he wrote about the sea. 
Hodgson also had a fondness for the creepiness of fungus and decay. The reader should 
compare this tale to his “A Voice in the Night”. 

 

"IT'S the material," said the old ship's doctor — "the material plus the conditions — and, 
maybe," he added slowly, "a third factor — yes, a third factor; but there, there ——" He 
broke off his half-meditative sentence and began to charge his pipe.  

"Go on, doctor," we said encouragingly, and with more than a little expectancy. 
We were in the smoke-room of the Sand-a-lea, running across the North Atlantic; and the 
doctor was a character. He concluded the charging of his pipe, and lit it; then settled 
himself, and began to express himself more fully.  

"The material," he said with conviction, "is inevitably the medium of expression 
of the life-force — the fulcrum, as it were; lacking which it is unable to exert itself, or, 



indeed, to express itself in any form or fashion that would be intelligible or evident to us. 
So potent is the share of the material in the production of that thing which we name life, 
and so eager the life-force to express itself, that I am convinced it would, if given the 
right conditions, make itself manifest even through so hopeless seeming a medium as a 
simple block of sawn wood; for I tell you, gentlemen, the life-force is both as fiercely 
urgent and as indiscriminate as fire — the destructor; yet which some are now growing to 
consider the very essence of life rampant. There is a quaint seeming paradox there," he 
concluded, nodding his old grey head.  

"Yes, doctor," I said. "In brief, your argument is that life is a thing, state, fact, or 
element, call it what you like, which requires the material through which to manifest 
itself, and that given the material, plus the conditions, the result is life. In other words, 
that life is an evolved product, manifested through matter and bred of conditions — eh?"  

"As we understand the word," said the old doctor. "Though, mind you, there may 
be a third factor. But, in my heart, I believe that it is a matter of chemistry — conditions 
and a suitable medium; but given the conditions, the brute is so almighty that it will seize 
upon anything through which to manifest itself. It is a force generated by conditions; but, 
nevertheless, this does not bring us one iota nearer to its explanation, any more than to 
the explanation of electricity or fire. They are, all three, of the outer forces — monsters of 
the void. Nothing we can do will create any one of them, our power is merely to be able, 
by providing the conditions, to make each one of them manifest to our physical senses. 
Am I clear?"  

"Yes, doctor, in a way, you are," I said. "But I don't agree with you, though I think 
I understand you. Electricity and fire are both what I might call natural things, but life is 
an abstract something — a kind of all-permeating wakefulness. Oh, I can't explain it! 
Who could? But it s spiritual, not just a thing bred out of a condition, like fire, as you say, 
or electricity. It's a horrible thought of yours. Life's a kind of spiritual mystery ——"  

"Easy, my boy!" said the old doctor, laughing gently to himself. "Or else I may be 
asking you to demonstrate the spiritual mystery of life of the limpet, or the crab, shall we 
say." He grinned at me with ineffable perverseness. "Anyway," he continued, "as I 
suppose you've all guessed, I've a yarn to tell you in support of my impression that life is 
no more a mystery or a miracle than fire or electricity. But, please to remember, 
gentlemen, that because we've succeeded in naming and making good use of these two 
forces, they're just as much mysteries, fundamentally as ever. And, anyway, the thing I'm 
going to tell you won't explain the mystery of life, but only give you one of my pegs on 
which I hang my feeling that life is as I have said, a force made manifest through 
conditions — that is to say, natural chemistry — and that it can take for its purpose and 
need, the most incredible and unlikely matter; for without matter it cannot come into 
existence — it cannot become manifest ——"  

"I don't agree with you, doctor," I interrupted. "Your theory would destroy all 
belief in life after death. It would ——"  



"Hush, sonny," said the old man, with a quiet little smile of comprehension. "Hark 
to what I've to say first; and, anyway, what objection have you to material life after 
death? And if you object to a material framework, I would still have you remember that I 
am speaking of life, as we understand the word in this our life. Now do be a quiet lad, or 
I'll never be done:  

"It was when I was a young man, and that is a good many years ago, gentlemen. I 
had passed my examinations, but was so run down with overwork that it was decided that 
I had better take a trip to sea. I was by no means well off, and very glad in the end to 
secure a nominal post as doctor in the sailing passenger clipper running out to China.  

"The name of the ship was the Bheospse, and soon after I had got all my gear 
aboard she cast off, and we dropped down the Thames, and next day were well away out 
in the Channel.  

"The captain's name was Gannington, a very decent man, though quite illiterate. 
The first mate, Mr. Berlies, was a quiet, sternish, reserved man, very well-read. The 
second mate, Mr. Selvern, was, perhaps, by birth and upbringing, the most socially 
cultured of the three, but he lacked the stamina and indomitable pluck of the two others. 
He was more of a sensitive, and emotionally and even mentally, the most alert man of the 
three.  

"On our way out, we called at Madagascar, where we landed some of our 
passengers; then we ran eastward, meaning to call at North-West Cape; but about a 
hundred degrees east we encountered very dreadful weather, which carried away all our 
sails, and sprung the jibboom and foret'gallantmast.  

"The storm carried us northward for several hundred miles, and when it dropped 
us finally, we found ourselves in a very bad state. The ship had been strained, and had 
taken some three feet of water through her seams; the maintopmast had been sprung, in 
addition to the jibboom and foret'gallantmast, two of our boats had gone, as also one of 
the pigstys, with three fine pigs, these latter having been washed overboard but some 
half-hour before the wind began to ease, which it did very quickly, though a very ugly sea 
ran for some hours after.  

"The wind left us just before dark, and when morning came it brought splendid 
weather — a calm, mildly undulating sea, and a brilliant sun, with no wind. It showed us 
also that we were not alone, for about two miles away to the westward was another 
vessel, which Mr. Selvern, the second mate, pointed out to me.  

"'That's a pretty rum-looking, packet, doctor,' he said, and handed me his glass.  

"I looked through it at the other vessel, and saw what he meant; at least, I thought 
I did.  

"'Yes, Mr. Selvern,' I said. 'She's got a pretty old-fashioned look about her.'  



"He laughed at me in his pleasant way.  

"'It's easy to see you're not a sailor, doctor,' he remarked. 'There's a dozen rum 
things about her. She's a derelict, and has been floating round, by the look of her, for 
many a score of years. Look at the shape of her counter, and the bows and cutwater. She's 
as old as the hills, as you might say, and ought to have gone down to Davy Jones a good 
while ago. Look at the growths on her, and the thickness of her standing rigging; that's all 
salt encrustations, I fancy, if you notice the white colour. She's been a small barque; but, 
don't you see, she's not a yard left aloft. They've all dropped out of the slings; everything 
rotted away; wonder the standing rigging hasn't gone, too. I wish the old man would let 
us take the boat and have a look at her. She'd be well worth it.'  

"'There seemed little chance, however, of this, for all hands were turned to and 
kept hard at it all day long repairing the damage to the masts and gear; and this took a 
long while, as you may think. Part of the time I gave a hand heaving on one of the deck 
capstans, for the exercise was good for my liver. Old Captain Gannington approved, and I 
persuaded him to come along and try some of the same medicine, which he did; and we 
got very chummy over the job.  

"We got talking about the derelict, and he remarked how lucky we were not to 
have run full tilt on to her in the darkness, for she lay right away to leeward of us, 
according, to the way that we had been drifting in the storm. He also was of the opinion 
that she had a strange look about her, and that she was pretty old; but on this latter point 
he plainly had far less knowledge than the second mate, for he was, as I have said, an 
illiterate man, and knew nothing of seacraft beyond what experience had taught him. He 
lacked the book knowledge which the second mate had of vessels previous to his day, 
which it appeared the derelict was.  

"'She's an old 'un, doctor,' was the extent of observations in this direction.  

"Yet, when I mentioned to him that it would be interesting to go aboard and give 
her a bit of an overhaul, he nodded his head as if the idea had been already in his mind 
and accorded with his own inclinations.  

"'When the work's over, doctor,' he said. 'Can't spare the men now, ye know. Got 
to get all shipshape an' ready as smart as we can. But, we'll take my gig, an' go off in the 
second dog-watch. The glass is steady, an' it'll be a bit of gam for us.'  

"That evening, after tea, the captain gave orders to clear the gig and get her 
overboard. The second mate was to come with us, and the skipper gave him word to see 
that two or three lamps were put into the boat, as it would soon fall dark. A little later we 
were pulling across the calmness of the sea with a crew of six at the oars, and making 
very good speed of it.  

"Now, gentlemen, I have detailed to you with great exactness all the facts, both 
big and little, so that you can follow step by step each incident in this extraordinary affair, 



and I want you now to pay the closest attention. I was sitting in the stern-sheets with the 
second mate and the captain, who was steering, and as we drew nearer and nearer to the 
stranger I studied her with an ever-growing attention, as, indeed, did Captain Gannington 
and the second mate. She was, as you know, to the west-ward of us, and the sunset was 
making a great flame of red light to the back of her, so that she showed a little blurred 
and indistinct by reason of the halation of the light, which almost defeated the eye in any 
attempt to see her rotting spars and standing rigging, submerged, as they were, in the 
fiery glory of the sunset.  

"It was because of this effect of the sunset that we had come quite close, 
comparatively, to the derelict before we saw that she was all surrounded by a sort of 
curious scum, the colour of which was difficult to decide upon by reason of the red light 
that was in the atmosphere, but which afterwards we discovered to be brown. This scum 
spread all about the old vessel for many hundreds of yards in a huge, irregular patch, a 
great stretch of which reached out to the eastward, upon the starboard side of the boat 
some score or so fathoms away.  

"'Queer stuff,' said Captain Gannington, leaning to the side and looking over. 
'Something in the cargo as 'as gone rotten, and worked out through 'er seams.'  

"'Look at her bows and stern,' said the second mate. 'Just look at the growth on 
her!'  

"There were, as he said, great clumpings of strange-looking sea-fungi under the 
bows and the short counter astern. From the stump of her jibboom and her cutwater great 
beards of rime and marine growths hung downward into the scum that held her in. Her 
blank starboard side was presented to us — all a dead, dirtyish white, streaked and 
mottled vaguely with dull masses of heavier colour.  

"'There's a steam or haze rising off her,' said the second mate, speaking again. 
'You can see it against the light. It keeps coming and going. Look!'  

"I saw then what he meant — a faint haze or steam, either suspended above the 
old vessel or rising from her. And Captain Gannington saw it also.  

"'Spontaneous combustion!' he exclaimed. 'We'll 'ave to watch when we lift the 
'atches, 'nless it's some poor devil that's got aboard of 'er. But that ain't likely.'  

"We were now within a couple of hundred yards of the old derelict, and had 
entered into the brown scum. As it poured off the lifted oars I heard one of the men 
mutter to himself, 'Dam' treacle!' And, indeed, it was not something unlike it. As the boat 
continued to forge nearer and nearer to the old ship the scum grew thicker and thicker, so 
that, at last, it perceptibly slowed us.  

"'Give way, lads! Put some beef to it!' sang out Captain Gannington. And 
thereafter there was no sound except the panting of the men and the faint, reiterated suck, 



suck of the sullen brown scum upon the oars as the boat was forced ahead. As we went, I 
was conscious of a peculiar smell in the evening air, and whilst I had no doubt that the 
puddling of the scum by the oars made it rise, I could give no name to it; yet, in a way, it 
was vaguely familiar.  

"We were now very close to the old vessel, and presently she was high about us 
against the dying light. The captain called out then to 'in with the bow oars and stand by 
with the boat-hook,' which was done.  

"'Aboard there! Ahoy! Aboard there! Ahoy!' shouted Captain Gannington; but 
there came no answer, only the dull sound his voice going lost into the open sea, each 
time he sung out.  

"'Ahoy! Aboard there! Ahoy!' he shouted time after time, but there was only the 
weary silence of the old hulk that answered us; and, somehow as he shouted, the while 
that I stared up half expectantly at her, a queer little sense of oppression, that amounted 
almost to nervousness, came upon me. It passed, but I remember how I was suddenly 
aware that it was growing dark. Darkness comes fairly rapidly in the tropics, though not 
so quickly as many fiction writers seem to think; but it was not that the coming dusk had 
perceptibly deepened in that brief time of only a few moments, but rather that my nerves 
had made me suddenly a little hypersensitive. I mention my state particularly, for I am 
not a nervy man normally, and my abrupt touch of nerves is significant, in the light of 
what happened.  

"'There's no one on board there!' said Captain Gannington. 'Give way, men!' For 
the boat's crew had instinctively rested on their oars, as the captain hailed the old craft. 
The men gave way again; and then the second mate called out excitedly, 'Why, look 
there, there's our pigsty! See, it's got Bheospse painted on the end. It's drifted down here 
and the scum's caught it. What a blessed wonder!'  

"It was, as he had said, our pigsty that had been washed overboard in the storm; 
and most extraordinary to come across it there.  

"'We'll tow it off with us, when we go,' said the captain, and shouted to the crew 
to get down to their oars; for they were hardly moving the boat, because the scum was so 
thick, close in around the old ship, that it literally clogged the boat from moving. I 
remember that it struck me, in a half-conscious sort of way, as curious that the pigsty, 
containing our three dead pigs, had managed to drift in so far unaided, whilst we could 
scarcely manage to force the boat in, now that we had come right into the scum. But the 
thought passed from my mind, for so many things happened within the next few minutes.  

"The men managed to bring the boat in alongside, within a couple of feet of the 
derelict, and the man with the boat-hook hooked on.  

"''Ave ye got 'old there, forrard?' asked Captain Gannington.  



"'Yessir!' said the bowman; and as he spoke there came a queer noise of tearing.  

"'What's that?' asked the Captain.  

"'It's tore, sir. Tore clean away!' said the man, and his tone showed that he had 
received something of a shock.  

"'Get a hold again, then!' said Captain Gannington irritably. 'You don't s'pose this 
packet was built yesterday! Shove the hook into the main chains' The man did so 
gingerly, as you might say, for it seemed to me, in the growing dusk, that he put no strain 
on to the hook, though, of course there was no need — you see the boat could not go very 
far of herself, in the stuff in which she was imbedded. I remember thinking this, also as I 
looked up at the bulging side of the old vessel. Then I heard Captain Gannington's voice:  

"'Lord, but she s old! An' what a colour, doctor! She don't half want paint, do she? 
Now then, somebody, one of them oars.' An oar was passed to him, and he leant it up 
against the ancient, bulging side; then he paused, and called to the second mate to light a 
couple of the lamps, and stand by to pass them up, for darkness had settled down now 
upon the sea.  

"The second mate lit two of the lamps, and told one of the men to light a third, 
and keep it handy in the boat; then he stepped across, with a lamp in each hand, to where 
Captain Gannington stood by the oar against the side of the ship.  

"'Now, my lad,' said the captain to the man who had pulled stroke, 'up with you, 
an' we'll pass ye up the lamps.'  

"The man jumped to obey, caught the oar, and put his weight upon it; and as he 
did so, something seemed to give way a little.  

"'Look!' cried out the second mate, and pointed, lamp in hand. 'It's sunk in!'  

"This was true. The oar had made quite an indentation into the bulging, somewhat 
slimy side of the old vessel.  

"'Mould, I reckon,' said Captain Gannington, bending towards the derelict to look. 
Then to the man:  

"'Up you go, my lad, and be smart! Don't stand there waitin'!'  

"At that the man, who had paused a moment as he felt the oar give beneath his 
weight began to shin' up, and in a few seconds he was aboard, and leant out over the rail 
for the lamps. These were passed up to him, and the captain called to him to steady the 
oar. Then Captain Gannington went, calling to me to follow, and after me the second 
mate.  



"As the captain put his face over the rail, he gave a cry of astonishment.  

"'Mould, by gum! Mould — tons of it. Good lord!'  

"As I heard him shout that I scrambled the more eagerly after him, and in a 
moment or two I was able to see what he meant — everywhere that the light from the two 
lamps struck there was nothing but smooth great masses and surfaces of a dirty white 
coloured mould. I climbed over the rail, with the second mate close behind, and stood 
upon the mould covered decks. There might have been no planking beneath the mould, 
for all that our feet could feel. It gave under our tread with a spongy, puddingy feel. It 
covered the deck furniture of the old ship, so that the shape of each article and fitment 
was often no more than suggested through it.  

"Captain Gannington snatched a lamp from the man and the second mate reached 
for the other. They held the lamps high, and we all stared. It was most extraordinary, and 
somehow most abominable. I can think of no other word, gentlemen, that so much 
describes the predominant feeling that affected me at the moment.  

"'Good lord!' said Captain Gannington several times. 'Good lord!' But neither the 
second mate nor the man said anything, and, for my part I just stared, and at the same 
time began to smell a little at the air, for there was a vague odour of something half 
familiar, that somehow brought to me a sense of half-known fright.  

"I turned this way and that, staring, as I have said. Here and there the mould was 
so heavy as to entirely disguise what lay beneath, converting the deck-fittings into 
indistinguishable mounds of mould all dirty-white and blotched and veined with 
irregular, dull, purplish markings.  

"There was a strange thing about the mould which Captain Gannington drew 
attention to — it was that our feet did not crush into it and break the surface, as might 
have been expected, but merely indented it.  

"'Never seen nothin' like it before! Never!' said the captain after having stooped 
with his lamp to examine the mould under our feet. He stamped with his heel, and the 
mould gave out a dull, puddingy sound. He stooped again, with a quick movement, and 
stared, holding the lamp close to the deck. 'Blest if it ain't a reg'lar skin to it!'  

"The second mate and the man and I all stooped and looked at it. The second mate 
progged it with his forefinger, and I remember I rapped it several times with my 
knuckles, listening to the dead sound it gave out, and noticing the close, firm texture of 
the mould.  

"'Dough!' the second mate. 'It's just like blessed dough! Pouf!' He stood up with a 
quick movement. 'I could fancy it stinks a bit,' he said.  



"As he said this I knew, suddenly, what the familiar thing was in the vague odour 
that hung about us — it was that the smell had something animal-like in it; something of 
the same smell, only heavier, that you would smell in any place that is infested with 
mice. I began to look about with a sudden very real uneasiness. There might be vast 
numbers of hungry rats aboard. They might prove exceedingly dangerous, if in a starving 
condition; yet, as you will understand, somehow I hesitated to put forward my idea as a 
reason for caution, it was too fanciful.  

"Captain Gannington had begun to go aft along the mould-covered main-deck 
with the second mate, each of them holding their lamps high up, so as to cast a good light 
about the vessel. I turned quickly and followed them, the man with me keeping close to 
my heels, and plainly uneasy. As we went, I became aware that there was a feeling of 
moisture in the air, and I remembered the slight mist, or smoke, above the hulk, which 
had made Captain Gannington suggest spontaneous combustion in explanation.  

 "And always, as we went, there was that vague, animal smell; suddenly I found 
myself wishing we were well away from the old vessel.  

"Abruptly, after a few paces, the captain stopped and pointed at a row of mould-
hidden shapes on each side of the maindeck. 'Guns,' he said. 'Been a privateer in the old 
days, I guess — maybe worse! We'll 'ave a look below, doctor; there may be something 
worth touchin'. She's older than I thought. Mr. Selvern thinks she's about two hundred 
years old; but I scarce think it.'  

"We continued our way aft, and I remember that I found myself walking as lightly 
and gingerly as possible, as if I were subconsciously afraid of treading through the rotten, 
mould-hid decks. I think the others had a touch of the same feeling, from the way that 
they walked. Occasionally the soft stuff would grip our heels, releasing them with a little 
sullen suck.  

"The captain forged somewhat ahead of the second mate; and I know that the 
suggestion he had made himself, that perhaps there might be something below worth 
carrying away, had stimulated his imagination. The second mate was, however, 
beginning to feel somewhat the same way that I did; at least I have that impression. I 
think, if it had not been for what I might truly describe as Captain Gannington's sturdy 
courage, we should all of us have just gone back over the side very soon, for there was 
most certainly an unwholesome feeling abroad that made one feel queerly lacking in 
pluck; and you will soon see that this feeling was justified.  

"Just as the captain reached the few mould-covered steps leading up on to the 
short half-poop, I was suddenly aware that the feeling of moisture in the air had grown 
very much more definite. It was perceptible now, intermittently, as a sort of thin, moist, 
fog-like vapour, that came and went oddly, and seemed to make the decks a little 
indistinct to the view, this time and that. Once an odd puff of it beat up suddenly from 
somewhere, and caught me in the face, carrying a queer, sickly, heavy odour with it that 



somehow frightened me strangely with a suggestion of a waiting and half-comprehended 
danger.  

"We had followed Captain Gannington up the three mould covered steps, and now 
went slowly along the raised after-deck. By the mizzenmast Captain Gannington paused, 
and held his lantern near to it. 'My word, mister,' he said to the second mate, 'it's fair 
thickened up with mould! Why, I'll g'antee it's close on four foot thick.' He shone the 
light down to where it met the deck. 'Good lord!' he said. 'Look at the sea-lice on it!' I 
stepped up, and it was as he had said; the sea-lice were thick upon it, some of them huge, 
not less than the size of large beetles, and all a clear, colourless shade, like water, except 
where there were little spots of grey on them.  

"'I've never seen the like of them, 'cept on a live cod,' said Captain Gannington, in 
an extremely puzzled voice. 'My word! But they're whoppers!' Then he passed on; but a 
few paces farther aft he stopped again, and held his lamp near to the mould-hidden deck.  

"'Lord bless me, doctor,' he called out, in a low voice, 'did ye ever see the like of 
that? Why, it's a foot long, if it's a hinch!'  

"I stooped over his shoulder, and saw what he meant; it was a clear, colourless 
creature about a foot long, and about eight inches high, with a curved back that was 
extraordinarily narrow. As we stared, all in a group, it gave a queer little flick, and was 
gone.  

"'Jumped!' said the captain. 'Well, if that ain't a giant of all the sea-lice that ever 
I've seen. I guess it's jumped twenty foot clear.' He straightened his back, and scratched 
his head a moment, swinging the lantern this way and that with the other hand, and 
staring about us. 'Wot are they doin' aboard 'ere?' he said. 'You'll see 'em — little things 
— on fat cod an' such-like. I'm blowed, doctor, if I understand.'  

"He held his lamp towards a big mound of the mould that occupied part of the 
after portion of the low poop-deck, a little foreside of where there came a two-foot high 
'break' to a kind of second and loftier poop, that ran away aft to the taffrail. The mound 
was pretty big, several feet across, and more than a yard high. Captain Gannington 
walked up to it.  

"'I reck'n this's the scuttle,' he remarked, and gave it a heavy kick. The only result 
was a deep indentation into the huge, whiteish hump of mould, as if he had driven his 
foot into a mass of some doughy substance. Yet I am not altogether correct in saying that 
this was the only result, for a certain other thing happened. From the place made by the 
captain's foot there came a sudden gush of a purplish fluid, accompanied by a peculiar 
smell, that was, and was not, half familiar. Some of the mould-like substance had stuck to 
the toe of the captain's boot, and from this likewise there issued a sweat, as it were, of the 
same colour.  



"'Well?' said Captain Gannington, in surprise, and drew back his foot to make 
another kick at the hump of mould. But he paused at an exclamation from the second 
mate:  

"'Don't sir,' said the second mate.  

"I glanced at him, and the light from Captain Gannington's lamp showed me that 
his face had a bewildered, half-frightened look, as if he were suddenly and unexpectedly 
half afraid of something, and as if his tongue had given away his sudden fright, without 
any intention on his part to speak. The captain also turned and stared at him.  

"'Why, mister?' he asked, in a somewhat puzzled voice, through which there 
sounded just the vaguest hint of annoyance. 'We've got to shift this muck, if we're to get 
below.'  

"I looked at the second mate, and it seemed to me that, curiously enough he was 
listening less to the captain than to some other sound. Suddenly he said, in a queer voice, 
'Listen, everybody!'  

"Yet we heard nothing, beyond the faint murmur of the men talking together in 
the boat alongside.  

"'I don't, hear nothing,' said Captain Gannington, after a short pause. 'Do you, 
doctor?'  

"'No,' I said.  

"'Wot was it you thought you heard?' the captain, turning again to the second 
mate. But the second mate shook his head in a curious, almost irritable way, as if the 
captain's question interrupted his listening. Captain Gannington stared a moment at him, 
then held his lantern up and glanced about him almost uneasily. I know I felt a queer 
sense of strain. But the light showed nothing beyond the greyish dirty-white of the mould 
in all directions.  

"'Mister Selvern,' said the captain, at last, looking at him, 'don't get fancying, 
things. Get hold of your bloomin' self. Ye know ye heard nothin'?'  

"'I'm quite sure I heard something, sir,' said the second mate. 'I seemed to hear —
—' He broke off sharply, and appeared to listen with an almost painful intensity.  

"'What did it sound like?' I asked.  

"'It's all right, doctor,' said Captain Gannington, laughing gently. 'Ye can give him 
a tonic when we get back. I'm goin' to shift this stuff.' He drew back, and kicked for the 
second time at the ugly mass which he took to hide the companionway. The result of his 



kick was startling, for the whole thing wobbled sloppily, like a mound of unhealthy-
looking jelly.  

"He drew his foot out of it quickly, and took a step backward, staring, and holding 
his lamp towards it. 'By gum,' he said, and it was plain that he was generally startled, 'the 
blessed thing's gone soft!'  

"The man had run back several steps from the suddenly flaccid mound, and 
looking horribly frightened. Though of what, I am sure he had not the least idea. The 
second mate stood where he was, and stared. For my part, I know I had a most hideous 
uneasiness upon me. The captain continued to hold his light towards the wobbling mound 
and stare.  

"'It's gone squashy all through,' he said. 'There's no scuttle there. There's no bally 
woodwork inside that lot! Phoo! What a rum smell!'  

"He walked round to the after side of the strange mound, to see whether there 
might be some signs of an opening, into the hull at the back of the great heap of mould-
stuff. And then:  

"'Listen!' said the second mate again, in the strangest sort of voice.  

"Captain Gannington straightened himself upright, and there succeeded a pause of 
the most intense quietness, in which there was not even the hum of talk from the men 
alongside in the boat. We all heard it — a kind of dull, soft thud, thud, thud, thud, 
somewhere in the hull under us, yet so vague as to make me half doubtful I heard it, only 
that the others did so, too.  

"Captain Gannington turned suddenly to where the man stood.  

"'Tell them ——' he began. But the fellow cried out something, and pointed. 
There had come a strange intensity into his somewhat unemotional face, so that the 
captain's glance followed his action instantly. I stared also as you may think. It was the 
great mound at which the man was pointing. I saw what he meant. From the two gapes 
made in the mould-like stuff by Captain Gannington's boot, the purple fluid was jetting 
out in a queerly regular fashion, almost as if it were being forced out by a pump. My 
word! But I stared! And even as I stared a larger jet squirted out, and splashed as far as 
the man, spattering his boots and trouser legs.  

"The fellow had been pretty nervous before, in a stolid, ignorant sort of way, and 
his funk had been growing steadily; but at this he simply let out a yell, and turned about 
to run. He paused an instant, as if a sudden fear of the darkness that held the decks, 
between him and the boat, had taken him. He snatched at the second mate's lantern, tore it 
out of his hand, and plunged heavily away over the vile stretch of mould.  



"Mr. Selvern, the second mate, said not a word; he was just staring, staring at the 
strange-smelling twin-streams of dull purple that were jetting out from the wobbling 
mound. Captain Gannington, however, roared an order to the man to come back, but the 
man plunged on and on across the mould, his feet seeming to be clogged by the stuff, as 
if it had grown suddenly soft. He zigzagged as he ran, the lantern swaying, in wild circles 
as he wrenched his feet free with a constant plop, plop; and I could hear his frightened 
gasps even from where I stood.  

"'Come back with that lamp!' roared the captain again; but still the man took no 
notice.  

"And Captain Gannington was silent an instant, his lips working in a queer, 
inarticulate fashion, as if he were stunned momentarily by the very violence of his anger 
at the man's insubordination. And in the silence I heard the sounds again — thud, thud, 
thud, thud! Quite distinctly now, beating, it seemed suddenly to me, right down under my 
feet, but deep.  

"I stared down at the mould on which I was standing, with a quick, disgusting 
sense of the terrible all about me; then I looked at the captain, and tried to say something, 
without appearing frightened. I saw that he had turned again to the mound, and all the 
anger had gone out of his face. He had his lamp out towards the mound, and was 
listening. There was another moment of absolute silence, at least, I knew that I was not 
conscious of any sound at all in all the world, except that extraordinary thud, thud, thud, 
thud, down somewhere in the huge bulk under us.  

"The captain shifted his feet with a sudden, nervous movement, and as he lifted 
them the mould went plop, plop! He looked quickly at me, trying to smile, as if he were 
not thinking anything very much about it.  

"'What do you make of it, doctor?' he said.  

"'I think ——' I began. But the second mate interrupted with a single word, his 
voice pitched a little high, in a tone that made us both stare instantly at him.  

"'Look!' he said, and pointed at the mound. The thing was all of a slow quiver. A 
strange ripple ran outward from it, along the deck, like you will see a ripple run inshore 
out of a calm sea. It reached a mound a little foreside of us, which I had supposed to be 
the cabin skylight, and in a moment the second mound sank nearly level with the 
surrounding decks, quivering floppily in a most extraordinary fashion. A sudden quick 
tremor took the mould right under the second mate, and he gave out a hoarse little cry, 
and held his arms out on each side of him, to keep his balance. The tremor in the mould 
spread, and Captain Gannington swayed, and spread out his feet with a sudden curse of 
fright. The second mate jumped across to him, and caught him by the wrist.  

"'The boat, sir!' he said, saying the very thing that I had lacked the pluck to say. 
'For God's sake ——'  



"But he never finished, for a tremendous hoarse scream cut off his words. They 
hove themselves round and looked. I could see without turning. The man who had run 
from us was standing in the waist of the ship, about a fathom from the starboard 
bulwarks. He was swaying from side to side, and screaming, in a dreadful fashion. He 
appeared to be trying to lift his feet, and the light from his swaying lantern showed an 
almost incredible sight. All about him the mould was in active movement. His feet had 
sunk out of sight. The stuff appeared to be lapping at his legs and abruptly his bare flesh 
showed. The hideous stuff had rent his trouser-leg away as if it were paper. He gave out a 
simply sickening scream, and, with a vast effort, wrenched one leg free. It was partly 
destroyed. The next instant he pitched face downward, and the stuff heaped itself upon 
him, as if it were actually alive, with a dreadful, severe life. It was simply infernal. The 
man had gone from sight. Where he had fallen was now a writhing, elongated mound, in 
constant and horrible increase, as the mould appeared to move towards it in strange 
ripples from all sides.  

"Captain Gannington and the second mate were stone silent, in amazed and 
incredulous horror, but I had begun to reach towards a grotesque and terrific conclusion, 
both helped and hindered by my professional training.  

"From the men in the boat alongside there was a loud shouting. And I saw two of 
their faces appear suddenly above the rail. They showed clearly a moment in the light 
from the lamp which the man had snatched from Mr. Selvern; for, strangely enough, this 
lamp was standing upright and unharmed on the deck, a little way foreside of that 
dreadful, elongated, growing mound, that still swayed and writhed with an incredible 
horror. The lamp rose and fell on the passing ripples of the mould, just — for all the 
world — as you will see a boat rise and fall on little swells. It is of some interest to me 
now, psychologically, to remember how that rising and falling lantern brought home to 
me more than anything the incomprehensible dreadful strangeness of it all.  

"The men's faces disappeared with sudden yells, as if they had slipped, or been 
suddenly hurt; and there was a fresh uproar of shouting from the boat. The men were 
calling to us to come away — to come away. In the same instant I felt my left boot drawn 
suddenly and forcibly downward, with a horrible, painful grip. I wrenched it free, with a 
yell of angry fear. Forrard of us, I saw that the vile surface was all amove, and abruptly I 
found myself shouting in a queer, frightened voice, 'The boat, captain! The boat, captain!'  

"Captain Gannington stared round at me, over his right shoulder, in a peculiar, 
dull way, that told me he was utterly dazed with bewilderment and the 
incomprehensibleness of it all. I took a quick, clogged, nervous step towards him, and 
gripped his arm, and shook it fiercely. 'The boat!' I shouted at him. 'The boat! For God's 
sake, tell the men to bring the boat aft!'  

"Then the mound must have drawn his feet down, for abruptly he bellowed 
fiercely with terror, his momentary apathy giving place to furious energy. His thickset, 
vastly muscular body doubled and writhed with his enormous effort, and he struck out 
madly dropping the lantern. He tore his feet free, something ripping as he did so. The 



reality and necessity of the situation had come upon him brutishly real, and he was 
roaring to the men in the boat, 'Bring the boat aft! Bring 'er aft! Bring 'er aft!' The second 
mate and I were shouting the same thing madly.  

"'For God's sake, be smart, lads!' roared the captain, and stooped quickly for his 
lamp, which still burned. His feet were gripped again, and he hove them out, blaspheming 
breathlessly, aud leaping a yard high with his effort. Then he made a run for the side, 
wrenching his feet free at each step. In the same instant the second mate cried out 
something, and grabbed at the captain.  

"'It's got hold of my feet! It's got hold of my feet!' he screamed. His feet, had 
disappeared up to his boot-tops, and Captain Gannington caught him round the waist with 
his powerful left arm, gave a mighty heave, and the next instant had him free; but both 
his boot-soles had gone. For my part, I jumped madly from foot to foot, to avoid the 
plucking of the mould; and suddenly I made a run for the ship's side. But before I could 
get there, a queer gape came in the mould between us and the side, at least a couple of 
feet wide, and how deep I don't know. It closed up in an instant, and all the mould where 
the cape had been vent into a sort of flurry of horrible ripplings, so that I ran back from it; 
for I did not dare to put my foot upon it. Then the captain was shouting to me:  

"'Aft, doctor! Aft, doctor! This way, doctor! Run!' I saw then that he had passed 
me, and was up on the after raised portion of the poop. He had the second mate, thrown 
like a sack, all loose and quiet, over his left shoulder; for Mr. Selvern had fainted, and his 
long legs flogged limp and helpless against the captain's massive knees as he ran. I saw, 
with a queer, unconscious noting of minor details, how the torn soles of the second mate's 
boots flapped and jigged as the captain staggered aft.  

"'Boat ahoy! Boat ahoy! Boat ahoy!' shouted the captain; and then I was beside 
him, shouting also. The men were answering with loud yells of encouragement, and it 
was plain they were working desperately to force the boat aft through the thick scum 
about the ship.  

"We reached the ancient, mould-hid taffrail, and slewed about breathlessly in the 
half-darkness to see what was happening. Captain Gannington had left his lantern by the 
big mound when he picked up the second mate; and as we stood, gasping we discovered 
suddenly that all the mould between us and the light was full of movement. Yet, the part 
on which we stood, for about six or eight feet forrard of us, was still firm.  

"Every couple of seconds we shouted to the men to hasten, and they kept on 
calling to us that they would be with us in an instant. And all the time we watched the 
deck of that dreadful hulk, feeling, for my part, literally sick with mad suspense, and 
ready to jump overboard into that filthy scum all about us.  

"Down somewhere in the huge bulk of the ship there was all the time that 
extraordinary dull, ponderous thud, thud, thud, thud growing ever louder. I seemed to feel 
the whole hull of the derelict, beginning to quiver and thrill with each dull beat. And to 



me, with the grotesque and hideous suspicion of what made that noise, it was at once the 
most dreadful and incredible sound I have ever heard.  

"As we waited desperately for the boat, I scanned incessantly so much of the grey 
white bulk as the lamp showed. The whole of the decks seemed to be in strange 
movement. Forrard of the lamp, I could see indistinctly the moundings of the mould 
swaying and nodding hideously beyond the circle of the brightest rays. Nearer, and full in 
the glow of the lamp, the mound which should have indicated the skylight, was swelling 
steadily. There were ugly, purple veinings on it, and as it swelled, it seemed to me that 
the veinings and mottlings on it were becoming plainer, rising as though embossed upon 
it, like you will see the veins stand out on the body of a powerful, full-blooded horse. It 
was most extraordinary. The mound that we had supposed to cover the companionway 
had sunk flat with the surrounding mould, and I could not see that it jetted out any more 
of the purplish fluid.  

"A quaking movement of the mound began away forrard of the lamp, and came 
flurrying away aft towards us, and at the sight of that I climbed up on to the spongy-
feeling taffrail, and yelled afresh for the boat. The men answered with a shout, which told 
me they were nearer, but the beastly scum was so thick that it was evidently a fight to 
move the boat at all. Beside me, Captain Gannington was shaking the second mate 
furiously, and the man stirred and began to moan. The captain shook him again, 'Wake 
up! Wake up, mister!' he shouted.  

"The second mate staggered out of the captain's arms, and collapsed suddenly, 
shrieking: 'My feet! Oh, God! My feet!' The captain and I lugged him off the mound, and 
got him into a sitting position upon the taffrail, where he kept up a continual moaning.  

"'Hold 'im, doctor,' said the captain. And whilst I did so, he ran forrard a few 
yards, and peered down over the starboard quarter rail. 'For God's sake, be smart, lads! Be 
smart! Be smart!' he shouted down to the men, and they answered him, breathless, from 
close at hand, yet still too far away for the boat to be any use to us on the instant.  

"I was holding the moaning, half-unconscious officer, and staring forrard along 
the poop decks. The flurrying of the mould was coming aft, slowly and noiselessly. And 
then, suddenly, I saw something closer:  

"'Look out, captain!' I shouted. And even as I shouted, the mould near to him gave 
a sudden, peculiar slobber. I had seen a ripple stealing towards him through the mould. 
He gave an enormous, clumsy leap, and landed near to us on the sound part of the mould, 
but the movement followed him. He turned and faced it, swearing fiercely. All about his 
feet there came abruptly little gapings, which made horrid sucking noises. 'Come back, 
captain!' I yelled. 'Come back, quick!' As I shouted, a ripple came at his feet — lipping at 
them; and he stamped insanely at it, and leaped back, his boot torn half off his foot. He 
swore madly with pain and anger, and jumped swiftly for the taffrail.  



"'Come on, doctor! Over we go!' he called. Then he remembered the filthy scum, 
and hesitated, and roared out desperately to the men to hurry. I stared down, also.  

"'The second mate?' I said.  

"'I'll take charge doctor,' said Captain Gannington, and caught hold of Mr. 
Selvern. As he spoke, I thought I saw something beneath us, outlined against the scum. I 
leaned out over the stern, and peered. There was something under the port-quarter.  

"'There's something down there, captain!' I called, and pointed in the darkness. He 
stooped far over, and stared.  

"'A boat, by gum! A boat!' he yelled, and began to wriggle swiftly along the 
taffrail, dragging the second mate after him. I followed. 'A boat it is, sure!' he exclaimed 
a few moments later, and, picking up the second mate clear of the rail, he hove him down 
into the boat, where he fell with a crash into the bottom.  

"'Over ye go, doctor!' he yelled at me, and pulled me bodily off the rail and 
dropped me after the officer. As he did so, I felt the whole of the ancient, spongy rail give 
a peculiar, sickening quiver, and begin to wobble. I fell on to the second mate, and the 
captain came after, almost in the same instant, but, fortunately, he landed clear of us, on 
to the fore thwart, which broke under his weight, with a loud crack and splintering of 
wood.  

"'Thank God!' I heard him mutter. 'Thank God! I guess that was a mighty near 
thing to going to Hades.'  

"He struck a match, just as I got to my feet, and between us we got the second 
mate straightened out on one of the after fore-and-aft thwarts. We shouted to the men in 
the boat, telling them where we were, and saw the light of their lantern shining round the 
starboard counter of the derelict. They called back to us to tell us they were doing their 
best, and then, whilst we waited, Captain Gannington struck another match, and began to 
overhaul the boat we had dropped into. She was a modern, two-bowed boat, and on the 
stern there was painted 'Cyclone, Glasgow.' She was in pretty fair condition, and had 
evidently drifted into the scum and been held by it.  

"Captain Gannington struck several matches, and went forrard towards the 
derelict. Suddenly he called to me, and I jumped over the thwarts to him. 'Look, doctor,' 
he said, and I saw what he meant — a mass of bones up in the bows of the boat. I stooped 
over them, and looked; there were the bones of at least three people, all mixed together in 
an extraordinary fashion, and quite clean and dry. I had a sudden thought concerning the 
bones, but I said nothing, for my thought was vague in some ways, and concerned the 
grotesque and incredible suggestion that had come to me as to the cause of that 
ponderous, dull thud, thud, thud thud, that beat on so infernally within the hull, and was 
plain to hear even now that we had got off the vessel herself. And all the while, you 



know, I had a sick, horrible mental picture of that frightful, wriggling mound aboard the 
hulk.  

"As Captain Gannington struck a final match, I saw something that sickened me 
and the captain saw it in the same instant. The match went out, and he fumbled clumsily 
for another, and struck it. We saw the thing again. We had not been mistaken. A great lip 
of grey-white was protruding in over the edge of the boat — a great lappet of the mould 
was coming stealthily towards us — a live mass of the very hull itself! And suddenly 
Captain Gannington yelled out in so many words the grotesque and incredible thing I was 
thinking: 'She's alive!'  

"I never heard such a sound of comprehension and terror in a man's voice. The 
very horrified assurance of it made actual to me the thing that before had only lurked in 
my subconscious mind. I knew he was right; I knew that the explanation my reason and 
my training both repelled and reached towards was the true one. Oh, I wonder whether 
anyone can possibly understand our feelings in that moment? The unmitigated horror of it 
and the incredibleness!  

"As the light of the match burned up fully, I saw that the mass of living matter 
coming towards us was streaked and veined with purple, the veins standing out, 
enormously distended. The whole thing quivered continuously to each ponderous thud, 
thud, thud, thud, of that gargantuan organ that pulsed within the huge grey-white bulk. 
The flame of the match reached the captain's fingers, and there came to me a little sickly 
whiff of burned flesh, but he seemed unconscious of any pain. Then the flame went out in 
a brief sizzle, yet at the last moment I had seen an extraordinary raw look become visible 
upon the end of that monstrous, protruding lappet. It had become dewed with a hideous, 
purplish sweat. And with the darkness there came a sudden charnel-like stench.  

"I heard the matchbox split in Captain Gannington's hands as he wrenched it 
open. Then he swore, in a queer frightened voice, for he had come to the end of his 
matches. He turned clumsily in the darkness, and tumbled over the nearest thwart, in his 
eagerness to get to the stern of the boat; and I after him. For we knew that thing was 
coming towards us through the darkness, reaching over that piteous mingled heap of 
human bones all jumbled together in the bows. We shouted madly to the men, and for 
answer saw the bows of the boat emerge dimly into view round the starboard counter of 
the derelict.  

"'Thank God!' I gasped out. But Captain Gannington roared to them to show a 
light. Yet this they could not do, for the lamp had just been stepped on in their desperate 
efforts to force the boat round to us.  

"'Quick! Quick!' I shouted.  

"'For God's sake, be smart, men!' roared the captain.  



"And both of us faced the darkness under the port-counter, out of which we knew 
— but could not see — the thing was coming to us.  

"'An oar! Smart, now — pass me an oar!' shouted the captain; and reached out his 
hands through the gloom towards the on-coming boat. I saw a figure stand up in the 
bows, and hold something out to us across the intervening yards of scum. Captain 
Gannington swept his hands through the darkness, and encountered it.  

"'I've got it! Let go there!' he said, in a quick, tense voice.  

"In the same instant the boat we were in was pressed over suddenly to starboard 
by some tremendous weight. Then I heard the captain shout, 'Duck y'r head, doctor!' And 
directly afterwards he swung the heavy, fourteen-foot oar round his head, and struck into 
the darkness. There came a sudden squelch, and he struck again, with a savage grunt of 
fierce energy. At the second blow the boat righted with a slow movement, and directly 
afterwards the other boat bumped gently into ours.  

"Captain Gannington dropped the oar, and, springing across to the second mate, 
hove him up off the thwart, and pitched him with knee and arms clear in over the bows 
among the men; then he shouted to me to follow, which I did, and he came after me, 
bringing the oar with him. We carried the second mate aft, and the captain shouted to the 
men to back the boat a little; then they got her bows clear of the boat we had just left, and 
so headed out through the scum for the open sea.  

"'Where's Tom 'Arrison?" gasped one of the men, in the midst of his exertions. He 
happened to be Tom Harrison's particular chum, and Captain Gannington answered him 
briefly enough:  

"'Dead! Pull! Don't talk!"  

"Now, difficult as it had been to force the boat through the scum to our rescue, the 
difficulty to get clear seemed tenfold. After some five minutes pulling, the boat seemed 
hardly to have moved a fathom, if so much, and a quite dreadful fear took me afresh, 
which one of the panting men put suddenly into words, 'It's got us!' he gasped out. 'Same 
as poor Tom!' It was the man who had inquired where Harrison was.  

"'Shut y'r mouth an' pull!' roared the captain. And so another few minutes passed. 
Abruptly, it seemed to me that the dull, ponderous thud, thud, thud, thud came more 
plainly through the dark, and I stared intently over the stern. I sickened a little, for I could 
almost swear that the dark mass of the monster was actually nearer — that it was coming 
nearer to us through the darkness. Captain Gannington must have had the same thought, 
for, after a brief look into the darkness, he jumped forrard, and began to double-bank the 
stroke-oar.  

"'Get forrid under the oars, doctor,' he said to me rather breathlessly. 'Get in the 
bows, an' see if you can't free the stuff a bit round the bows.'  



"I did as he told me, and a minute later I was in the bows of the boat, puddling the 
scum from side to side, and trying to break up the viscid, clinging muck. A heavy almost 
animal-like smell rose off it, and all the air seemed full of the deadening, heavy smell. I 
shall never find words to tell anyone on earth the whole horror of it all — the threat that 
seemed to hang in the very air around us, and but a little astern that incredible thing, 
coming, as I firmly believed, nearer, and scum holding us, like half-melted glue.  

"The minutes passed in a deadly, eternal fashion, and I kept staring back astern 
into the darkness but never ceasing to puddle that filthy scum, striking at it and switching 
it from side to side until I sweated.  

"Abruptly Captain Gannington sang out: 'We're gaining, lads. Pull!' And I felt the 
boat forge ahead perceptibly, as they gave way with renewed hope and energy. There was 
soon no doubt of it, for presently that hideous thud, thud, thud, thud had grown quite dim 
and vague somewhere astern and I could no longer see the derelict, for the night had 
come down tremendously dark and all the sky was thick, overset with heavy clouds. As 
we drew nearer and nearer to the edge of the scum, the boat moved more and more 
perceptibly, until suddenly we emerged with a clean, sweet, fresh sound into the open 
sea.  

"'Thank God!' I said aloud, and drew in the boathook, and made my way aft again 
to where Captain Gannington now sat once more at the tiller. I saw him looking 
anxiously up at the sky and across to where the lights of our vessel burned, and again he 
would seem to listen intently, so that I found myself listening also.  

"'What's that, Captain?' I said sharply; for it seemed to me that I heard a sound far 
astern, something, between a queer whine and a low whistling. 'What's that?'  

"'It's wind, doctor.' he said in a low voice. 'I wish to God we were aboard.' Then to 
the men: 'Pull! Put y'r backs into it, or ye'll never put y'r teeth through good bread again!' 
The men obeyed nobly, and we reached the vessel safely, and had the boat safely stowed 
before the storm came, which it did in a furious white smother out of the west. I could see 
it for some minutes beforehand, tearing the sea in the gloom into a wall of 
phosphorescent foam; and as it came nearer, that peculiar whining, piping sound grew 
louder and louder, until it was like a vast steam whistle rushing towards us. And when it 
did come, we got it very heavy indeed, so that the morning showed us nothing but a 
welter of white seas, with that grim derelict many a score of miles away in the smother, 
lost as utterly as our hearts could wish to lose her.    

"When I came to examine the second mate's feet, I found them in a very 
extraordinary condition. The soles of them had the appearance of having been partly 
digested. I know of no other word that so exactly describes their condition, and the agony 
the man suffered must have been dreadful.  

"Now," concluded the doctor, "that is what I call a case in point. If we could know 
exactly what the old vessel had originally been loaded with, and the juxtaposition of the 



various articles of her cargo, plus the heat and time she had endured, plus one or two 
other only guessable quantities, we should have solved the chemistry of the life-force, 
gentlemen. Not necessarily the origin, mind you; but, at least, we should have taken a big 
step on the way. I've often regretted that gale, you know — in a way, that is, in a way. It 
was a most amazing discovery, but at the same time I had nothing but thankfulness to be 
rid of it. A most amazing chance. I often think of the way the monster woke out of its 
torpor. And that scum! The dead pigs caught in i! I fancy that was a grim kind of a net, 
gentlemen. It caught many things. It ——"  

The old doctor sighed and nodded.  

"If I could have had her bill of lading," he said, his eyes full of regret. "If —— It 
might have told me something to help. But, anyway ——" He began to fill his pipe again. 
"I suppose," he ended, looking round at us gravely, "I s'pose we humans are an ungrateful 
lot of beggars at the best! But — but, what a chance? What a, chance, eh? 

 

COMMENTARY 

Hodgson is using his talents as a mystery writer as much as his horror skills in this story. 
The result is an amazing tale of intrigue and suspense. He lays his clues very slowly at 
first. He starts with a rather dull opener about the material of life but it is essential to 
make the revelations in the story hit the reader harder. The ship bears odd clues, the soft 
moldy texture, the unidentified smell, the oozy liquid, the heat and finally the mysterious 
noise. (Three times someone begins to say that smell reminds me of --- but never 
finishes, forcing the reader to wonder.)  Then he’s ready to reveal the answer as one of 
the sailors is consumed by the ship. The reader and the narrator quickly realize that the 
ship is alive and all the descriptors are those of a giant mouth.  

Hodgson could have left the story there with the realization that the sound is the beating 
heart of a living mutation but he goes further. He enjoys the characters’ flight from the 
ship, the rowing of the boat as a giant pseudopod bears down on them. “The Derelict” 
begins as a perfect “bottleneck” and ends with a great chase. It’s an old formula, trap and 
escape, but he pulls it off so well. Partly because he doesn’t let you see the trap until he 
wants you to and then by making the danger so repulsive. Remember this story was 
written in the age of Model Ts, not Stephen King’s Dreamcatcher. 

EXERCISES 

Write a story  

- where everything is hidden until almost the end of the story. 
- where the terrain or location is the monster.  
- with a repulsive creature. Think of all the things that repulse you and see if you 

can gross yourself out. (If you react, others will.) 



 

 

 

THE HORLA 

By Guy de Maupassant 

Guy de Maupassant (1850-1893) is the only writer to appear in this book who was not  
British or American. The French master of the short story wrote humorous tales for most 
of his career but finished it with morbid pieces like “The Horla”, his masterpiece. De 
Maupassant may be horror fiction’s true cliché, a horror writer who ends his days in an 
insane asylum.  

 

MAY 8. What a beautiful day! I have spent all the morning lying in the grass in front of 
my house, under the enormous plantain tree which covers it, and shades and shelters the 
whole of it. I like this part of the country and I am fond of living here because I am 
attached to it by deep roots, profound and delicate roots which attach a man to the soil on 
which his ancestors were born and died, which attach him to what people think and what 
they eat, to the usages as well as to the food, local expressions, the peculiar language of 
the peasants, to the smell of the soil, of the villages and of the atmosphere itself.  

I love my house in which I grew up. From my windows I can see the Seine which 
flows by the side of my garden, on the other side of the road, almost through my grounds, 
the great wide Seine, which goes to Rouen and Havre, and which is covered with boats 
passing to and fro.  

On the left, down yonder, lies Rouen, that large town with its blue roofs, under its 
pointed, Gothic towers. They are innumerable, delicate or broad, dominated by the spire 
of the cathedral, and full of bells which sound through the blue air on fine mornings, 
sending their sweet and distant iron clang, to me; their metallic sound which the breeze 
wafts in my direction, now stronger and now weaker, according as the wind is stronger or 
lighter.  

What a delicious morning it was!  



About eleven o'clock, a long line of boats drawn by a steam-tug, as big as a fly, 
and which scarcely puffed while emitting its thick smoke, passed my gate.  

After two English schooners, whose red flag fluttered towards the sky, there came 
a magnificent Brazilian three-master; it was perfectly white and wonderfully clean and 
shining. I saluted it, I hardly know why, except that the sight of the vessel gave me great 
pleasure.  

May 12. I have had a slight feverish attack for the last few days, and I feel ill, or rather I 
feel low- spirited.  

Whence do these mysterious influences come, which change our happiness into 
discouragement, and our self-confidence into diffidence? One might almost say that the 
air, the invisible air, is full of unknowable Forces, whose mysterious presence we have to 
endure. I wake up in the best spirits, with an inclination to sing in my throat. Why? I go 
down by the side of the water, and suddenly, after walking a short distance, I return 
home, wretched, as if some misfortune were a waiting me there. Why? Is it a cold shiver 
which, passing over my skin, has upset my nerves and given me low spirits? Is it the form 
of the clouds, or the color of the sky, or the color of the surrounding objects which is so 
changeable, which have troubled my thoughts as they passed before my eyes? Who can 
tell? Everything that surrounds us, everything that we see without looking at it, 
everything that we touch without knowing it, everything that we handle without feeling 
it, all that we meet without clearly distinguishing it, has a rapid, surprising and 
inexplicable effect upon us and upon our organs, and through them on our ideas and on 
our heart itself.  

How profound that mystery of the Invisible is! We cannot fathom it with our 
miserable senses, with our eyes which are unable to perceive what is either too small or 
too great, too near to, or too far from us; neither the inhabitants of a star nor of a drop of 
water . . .with our ears that deceive us, for they transmit to us the vibrations of the air in 
sonorous notes. They are fairies who work the miracle of changing that movement into 
noise, and by that metamorphosis give birth to music, which makes the mute agitation of 
nature musical with our sense of smell which is smaller than that of a dog . . .with our 
sense of taste which can scarcely distinguish the age of a wine!  

Oh! If we only had other organs which would work other miracles in our favor, 
what a number of fresh things we might discover around us!  

May 16. I am ill, decidedly! I was so well last month! I am feverish, horribly feverish, or 
rather I am in a state of feverish enervation, which makes my mind suffer as much as my 
body. I have without ceasing that horrible sensation of some danger threatening me, that 
apprehension of some coming misfortune or of approaching death, that presentiment 
which is, no doubt, an attack of some illness which is still unknown, which germinates in 
the flesh and in the blood.  



May 18. I have just come from consulting my medical man, for I could no longer get any 
sleep. He found that my pulse was high, my eyes dilated, my nerves highly strung, but no 
alarming symptoms. I must have a course of shower baths and of bromide of potassium.  

May 25. No change! My state is really very peculiar. As the evening comes on, an 
incomprehensible feeling of disquietude seizes me, just as if night concealed some 
terrible menace towards me. I dine quickly, and then try to read, but I do not understand 
the words, and can scarcely distinguish the letters. Then I walk up and down my drawing-
room, Oppressed by a feeling of confused and irresistible fear, the fear of sleep and fear 
of my bed.  

About ten o'clock I go up to my room. As soon as I have got in I double lock, and 
bolt it: I am frightened . . . of what? Up till the present time I have been frightened of 
nothing . . . I open my cupboards, and look under my bed; I listen . . . I listen . . . to what? 
How strange it is that a simple feeling of discomfort, impeded or heightened circulation, 
perhaps the irritation of a nervous thread, a slight congestion, a small disturbance in the 
imperfect and delicate functions of our living machinery, can turn the most light-hearted 
of men into a melancholy one, and make a coward of the bravest? Then, I go to bed, and I 
wait for sleep as a man might wait for the executioner. I wait for its coming with dread, 
and my heart beats and my legs tremble, while my whole body shivers beneath the 
warmth of the bedclothes, until the moment when I suddenly fall asleep, as one would 
throw oneself into a pool of stagnant water in order to drown oneself. I do not feel as I 
used to do formerly, this perfidious sleep which is close to me and, watching me, which 
is going to seize me by the head, to close my eyes and annihilate me, coming over me.  

I sleep--a long time--two or three hours perhaps then a dream--no--a nightmare 
lays hold on me. I feel that I am in bed and asleep . . . I feel it and I know it . . . and I feel 
also that somebody is coming close to me, is looking at me, touching me, is getting on to 
my bed, is kneeling on my chest, is taking my neck between his hands and squeezing it . . 
. squeezing it with all his might in order to strangle me.  

I struggle, bound by that terrible powerlessness which paralyzes us in our dreams; 
I try to cry out--but I cannot; I want to move--I cannot; I try, with the most violent efforts 
and out of breath, to turn over and throw off this being which is crushing and suffocating 
me--I cannot!  

And then suddenly, I wake up, shaken and bathed in perspiration; I light a candle 
and find that I am alone, and after that crisis, which occurs every night, I at length fall 
asleep and slumber tranquilly till morning.  

June 2. My state has grown worse. What is the matter with me? The bromide does me no 
good, and the shower baths have no effect whatever. Sometimes, in order to tire myself 
out, though I am fatigued enough already, I go for a walk in the forest of Roumare. I used 
to think at first that the fresh light and soft air, impregnated with the odor of herbs and 
leaves, would instill new blood into my veins and impart fresh energy to my heart. I 
turned into a broad ride in the wood, and then I turned towards La Bouille, through a 



narrow path, between two rows of exceedingly tall trees, which placed a thick, green, 
almost black roof between the sky and me.  

A sudden shiver ran through me, not a cold shiver, but a shiver of agony, and so I 
hastened my steps, uneasy at being alone in the wood, frightened stupidly and without 
reason, at the profound solitude. Suddenly it seemed to me as if I were being followed, 
that somebody was walking at my heels, close, quite close to me, near enough to touch 
me.  

I turned round suddenly, but I was alone. I saw nothing behind me except the 
straight, broad ride, empty and bordered by high trees, horribly empty; on the other side it 
also extended until it was lost in the distance, and looked just the same, terrible.  

I closed my eyes. Why? And then I began to turn round on one heel very quickly, 
just like a top. I nearly fell down, and opened my eyes; the trees were dancing round me 
and the earth heaved; I was obliged to sit down. Then, ah! I no longer remembered how I 
had come! What a strange idea I What a strange, strange idea! I did not the least know. I 
started off to the right, and got back into the avenue which had led me into the middle of 
the forest.  

June 3. I have had a terrible night. I shall go away for a few weeks, for no doubt a 
journey will set me up again.  

July 2. I have come back, quite cured, and have had a most delightful trip into the 
bargain. I have been to Mount Saint-Michel, which I had not seen before.  

What a sight, when one arrives as I did, at Avranches towards the end of the day! 
The town stands on a hill, and I was taken into the public garden at the extremity of the 
town. I uttered a cry of astonishment. An extraordinarily large bay lay extended before 
me, as far as my eyes could reach, between two hills which were lost to sight in the mist; 
and in the middle of this immense yellow bay, under a clear, golden sky, a peculiar hill 
rose up, somber and pointed in the midst of the sand. The sun had just disappeared, and 
under the still flaming sky the outline of that fantastic rock stood out, which bears on its 
summit a fantastic monument.  

At daybreak I went to it. The tide was low as it had been the night before, and I 
saw that wonderful abbey rise up before me as I approached it. After several hours 
walking, I reached the enormous mass of rocks which supports the little town, dominated 
by the great church. Having climbed the steep and narrow street, I entered the most 
wonderful Gothic building that has ever been built to God on earth, as large as a town, 
full of low rooms which seem buried beneath vaulted roofs, and lofty galleries supported 
by delicate columns.  

I entered this gigantic granite jewel which is as light as a bit of lace, covered with 
towers, with slender belfries to which spiral staircases ascend, and which raise their 
strange heads that bristle with chimeras, with devils, with fantastic animals, with 



monstrous flowers, and which are joined together by finely carved arches, to the blue sky 
by day, and to the black sky by night.  

When I had reached the summit, I said to the monk who accompanied me: 
"Father, how happy you must be here!" And he replied: "It is very windy, Monsieur;" and 
so we began to talk while watching the rising tide, which ran over the sand and covered it 
with a steel cuirass.  

And then the monk told me stories, all the old stories belonging to the place, 
legends, nothing but legends.  

One of them struck me forcibly. The country people, those belonging to the 
Mornet, declare that at night one can hear talking going on in the sand, and then that one 
hears two goats bleat, one with a strong, the other with a weak voice. Incredulous people 
declare that it is nothing but the cry of the sea birds, which occasionally resembles 
bleatings, and occasionally human lamentations; but belated fishermen swear that they 
have met an old shepherd, whose head, which is covered by his cloak, they can never see, 
wandering on the downs, between two tides, round the little town placed so far out of the 
world, and who is guiding and walking before them, a he-goat with a man's face, and a 
she- goat with a woman's face, and both of them with white hair; and talking incessantly, 
quarreling in a strange language, and then suddenly ceasing to talk in order to bleat with 
all their might.  

"Do you believe it?" I asked the monk. "I scarcely know," he replied, and I 
continued: "If there are other beings besides ourselves on this earth, how comes it that we 
have not known it for so long a time, or why have you not seen them? How is it that I 
have not seen them?" He replied: "Do we see the hundred thousandth part of what exists? 
Look here; there is the wind, which is the strongest force in nature, which knocks down 
men, and blows down buildings, uproots trees, raises the sea into mountains of water, 
destroys cliffs and casts great ships onto the breakers; the wind which kills, which 
whistles, which sighs, which roars,--have you ever seen it, and can you see it? It exists for 
all that, however."  

I was silent before this simple reasoning. That man was a philosopher, or perhaps 
a fool; I could not say which exactly, so I held my tongue. What he had said, had often 
been in my own thoughts.  

July 3. I have slept badly; certainly there is some feverish influence here, for my 
coachman is suffering in the same way as I am. When I went back home yesterday, I 
noticed his singular paleness, and I asked him: "What is the matter with you, Jean? The 
matter is that I never get any rest, and my nights devour my days. Since your departure, 
Monsieur, there has been a spell over me."  

However, the other servants are all well, but I am very frightened of having 
another attack, myself.  



July 4. I am decidedly taken again; for my old nightmares have returned. Last night I felt 
somebody leaning on me who was sucking my life from between my lips with his mouth. 
Yes, he was sucking it out of my neck, like a leech would have done. Then he got up, 
satiated, and I woke up, so beaten, crushed and annihilated that I could not move. If this 
continues for a few days, I shall certainly go away again.  

July 5. Have I lost my reason? What has happened, what I saw last night is so strange, 
that my head wanders when I think of it!  

As I do now every evening, I had locked my door, and then, being thirsty, I drank 
half a glass of water, and I accidentally noticed that the water-bottle was full up to the 
cut-glass stopper.  

Then I went to bed and fell into one of my terrible sleeps, from which I was 
aroused in about two hours by a still more terrible shock.  

Picture to yourself a sleeping man who is being murdered and who wakes up with 
a knife in his chest, and who is rattling in his throat, covered with blood, and who can no 
longer breathe and is going to die and does not understand anything at all about it--there 
it is.  

Having recovered my senses, I was thirsty again, so I lit a candle and went to the 
table on which my water-bottle was. I lifted it up and tilted it over my glass, but nothing 
came out. It was empty! It was completely empty! At first I could not understand it at all, 
and then suddenly I was seized by such a terrible feeling that I had to sit down, or rather I 
fell into a chair! Then I sprang up with a bound to look about me, and then I sat down 
again, overcome by astonishment and fear, in front of the transparent crystal bottle! I 
looked at it with fixed eyes, trying to conjecture, and my hands trembled! Somebody had 
drunk the water, but who? I? I without any doubt. It could surely only be I? In that case I 
was a somnambulist. I lived, without knowing it, that double mysterious life which makes 
us doubt whether there are not two beings in us, or whether a strange, unknowable and 
invisible being does not at such moments, when our soul is in a state of torpor, animate 
our captive body which obeys this other being, as it does us ourselves, and more than it 
does ourselves.  

Oh! Who will understand my horrible agony? Who will understand the emotion of 
a man who is sound in mind, wide awake, full of sound sense, and who looks in horror at 
the remains of a little water that has disappeared while he was asleep, through the glass of 
a water-bottle! And I remained there until it was daylight, without venturing to go to bed 
again.  

July 6. I am going mad. Again all the contents of my water-bottle have been drunk during 
the night; or rather, I have drunk it! But is it I? Is it I? Who could it be? Who? Oh! God! 
Am I going mad? Who will save me?  



July 10. I have just been through some surprising ordeals. Decidedly I am mad! And yet! 
. . .  

On July 6, before going to bed, I put some wine, milk, water, bread and 
strawberries on my table. Somebody drank--I drank--all the water and a little of the milk, 
but neither the wine, bread nor the strawberries were touched.  

On the seventh of July I renewed the same experiment, with the same results, and 
on July 8, I left out the water and the milk and nothing was touched.  

Lastly, on July 9 I put only water and milk on my table, taking care to wrap up the 
bottles in white muslin and to tie down the stoppers. Then I rubbed my lips, my beard and 
my hands with pencil lead, and went to bed.  

Irresistible sleep seized me, which was soon followed by a terrible awakening. I 
had not moved, and my sheets were not marked. I rushed to the table. The muslin round 
the bottles remained intact; I undid the string, trembling with fear. All the water had been 
drunk, and so had the milk! Ah! Great God! . . .  

I must start for Paris immediately.  

July 12. Paris. I must have lost my head during the last few days! I must be the plaything 
of my enervated imagination, unless I am really a somnambulist, or that I have been 
brought under the power of one of those influences which have been proved to exist, but 
which have hitherto been inexplicable, which are called suggestions. In any case, my 
mental state bordered on madness, and twenty-four hours of Paris sufficed to restore me 
to my equilibrium.  

Yesterday after doing some business and paying some visits which instilled fresh 
and invigorating mental air into me, I wound up my evening at the Théâtre-Français. A 
play by Alexandre Dumas the Younger was being acted, and his active and powerful 
mind completed my cure. Certainly solitude is dangerous for active minds. We require 
men who can think and can talk, around us. When we are alone for a long time, we 
people space with phantoms.  

I returned along the boulevards to my hotel in excellent spirits. Amid the jostling 
of the crowd I thought, not without irony, of my terrors and surmises of the previous 
week, because I believed, yes, I believed, that an invisible being lived beneath my roof. 
How weak our head is, and how quickly it is terrified and goes astray, as soon as we are 
struck by a small, incomprehensible fact.  

Instead of concluding with these simple words: "I do not understand because the 
cause escapes me," we immediately imagine terrible mysteries and supernatural powers.  

July 14. Fête of the Republic. I walked through the streets, and the crackers and flags 
amused me like a child. Still it is very foolish to be merry on a fixed date, by a 



Government decree. The populace, an imbecile flock of sheep, now steadily patient, and 
now in ferocious revolt. Say to it: "Amuse yourself," and it amuses itself. Say to it: "Go 
and fight with your neighbor," and it goes and fights. Say to it: "Vote for the Emperor," 
and it votes for the Emperor, and then say to it: "Vote for the Republic," and it votes for 
the Republic.  

Those who direct it are also stupid; but instead of obeying men, they obey 
principles, which can only be stupid, sterile and false, for the very reason that they are 
principles, that is to say, ideas which are considered as certain and unchangeable, in ' this 
world where one is certain of nothing, since light is an illusion and noise is an illusion.  

July 16. I saw some things yesterday that troubled me very much.  

I was dining with my cousin Madame Sablé, whose husband is colonel of the 76th 
Chasseurs at Limoges. There were two young women there, one of whom had married a 
medical man, Dr. Parent, who devotes himself a great deal to nervous diseases and the 
extraordinary manifestations to which at this moment experiments in hypnotism and 
suggestion give rise. He related to us at some length the remarkable results obtained by 
English scientists and the doctors of the medical school at Nancy, and the facts which he 
adduced, appeared to me so strange, that I declared that I was altogether incredulous.  

"We are," he declared, "on the point of discovering one of the most important 
secrets of nature, I mean to say, one of its most important secrets on this earth, for there 
are certainly some which are of a different kind of importance up in the stars, yonder. 
Ever since man has thought, since he has been able to express and write down his 
thoughts, he has felt himself close to a mystery which is impenetrable to his coarse and 
imperfect senses, and he endeavors to supplement the want of power of his organs, by the 
efforts of his intellect. As long as that intellect still remained in its elementary stage, this 
intercourse with invisible spirits, assumed forms which were commonplace though 
terrifying. Thence sprang the popular belief in the supernatural, the legends of wandering 
spirits, of fairies, of gnomes, ghosts, I might even say the legend of God, for our 
conceptions of the workman-creator, from whatever religion they may have come down 
to us, are certainly the most mediocre, the stupidest and the most unacceptable inventions 
that ever sprang from the frightened brain of any human creatures. Nothing is truer than 
what Voltaire says: "God made man in His own image, but man has certainly paid Him 
back again."  

"But for rather more than a century, men seem to have had a presentiment of 
something new. Mesmer and some others have put us on an unexpected track, and 
especially within the last two or three years, we have arrived at really surprising results."  

My cousin, who is also very incredulous, smiled, and Doctor Parent said to her: 
"Would you like me to try and send you to sleep, Madame?" "Yes, certainly."  

She sat down in an easy-chair, and he began to look at her fixedly, so as to 
fascinate her. I suddenly felt myself somewhat uncomfortable, with a beating heart and a 



choking feeling in my throat. I saw that Madame Sablé's eyes were growing heavy, her 
mouth twitched and her bosom heaved, and at the end of ten minutes she was asleep.  

"Stand behind her," the doctor said to me, and so I took a seat behind her. He put 
a visiting-card into her hands, and said to her: "This is a looking-glass; what do you see 
in it?" And she replied: "I see my cousin." "What is he doing?" "He is twisting his 
moustache." "And now?" "He is taking a photograph out of his pocket." "Whose 
photograph is it?" "His own."  

That was true, and that photograph had been given me that same evening at the 
hotel.  

"What is his attitude in this portrait?" "He is standing up with his hat in his hand."  

So she saw on that card, on that piece of white pasteboard, as if she had seen it in 
a looking-glass.  

The young women were frightened, and exclaimed: "That is quite enough! Quite, 
quite enough!"  

But the doctor said to her authoritatively: "You will get up at eight o'clock to-
morrow morning; then you will go and call on your cousin at his hotel and ask him to 
lend you five thousands francs which your husband demands of you, and which he will 
ask for when he sets out on his coming journey."  

Then he woke her up.  

On returning to my hotel, I thought over this curious séance and I was assailed by 
doubts, not as to my cousin's absolute and undoubted good faith, for I had known her as 
well as if she had been my own sister ever since she was a child, but as to a possible trick 
on the doctor's part. Had not he, perhaps, kept a glass hidden in his hand, which he 
showed to the young woman in her sleep, at the same time as he did the card? 
Professional conjurors do things which are just as singular.  

So I went home and to bed, and this morning, at about half past eight, I was 
awakened by my footman, who said to me: "Madame Sablé has asked to see you 
immediately, Monsieur," so I dressed hastily and went to her.  

She sat down in some agitation, with her eyes on the floor, and without raising her 
veil she said to me: "My dear cousin, I am going to ask a great favor of you." "What is it, 
cousin?" "I do not like to tell you, and yet I must. I am in absolute want of five thousand 
francs." "What, you?" "Yes, I, or rather my husband, who has asked me to procure the 
money for him."  

I was so stupefied that I stammered out my answers. I asked myself whether she 
had not really been making fun of me with Doctor Parent, if it were not merely a very 



well-acted farce which had been got up beforehand. On looking at her attentively, 
however, my doubts disappeared. She was trembling with grief, so painful was this step 
to her, and I was sure that her throat was full of sobs.  

I knew that she was very rich and so I continued: "What! Has not your husband 
five thousand francs at his disposal! Come, think. Are you sure that he commissioned you 
to ask me for them?"  

She hesitated for a few seconds, as if she were making a great effort to search her 
memory, and then she replied: "Yes . . . yes, I am quite sure of it."  

"He has written to you?"  

She hesitated again and reflected, and I guessed the torture of her thoughts. She 
did not know. She only knew that she was to borrow five thousand francs of me for her 
husband. So she told a lie. "Yes, he has written to me." "When pray? You did not 
mention it to me yesterday." "I received his letter this morning." "Can you show it me?" 
"No; no . . . no . . . it contained private matters . . . things too personal to ourselves . . . I 
burnt it." "So your husband runs into debt?"  

She hesitated again, and then murmured: "I do not know."  

Thereupon I said bluntly: "I have not five thousand francs at my disposal at this 
moment, my dear cousin."  

She uttered a kind of a cry as if she were in pain and said: "Oh! oh! I beseech you, 
I beseech you to get them for me . . ."  

She got excited and clasped her hands as if she were praying to me! I heard her 
voice change its tone; she wept and stammered, harassed and dominated by the 
irresistible order that she had received.  

"Oh! oh! I beg you to . . . if you knew what I am suffering. . . . I want them to-
day."  

I had pity on her: "You shall have them by and by, swear to you." "Oh! thank 
you! thank you! How kind you are."  

 I continued: "Do you remember what took place at your house last night?" "Yes." 
"Do you remember that Doctor Parent sent you to sleep?" "Yes." "Oh! Very well then; he 
ordered you to come to me this morning to borrow five thousand francs, and at this 
moment you are obeying that suggestion."  

She considered for a few moments, and then replied: "But as it is my husband 
who wants them . . . "  



For a whole hour I tried to convince her, but could not succeed, and when she had 
gone I went to the doctor. He was just going out, and he listened to me with a smile, and 
said: "Do you believe now?" "Yes, I cannot help it." "Let us go to your cousin's."  

She was already dozing on a couch, overcome with fatigue. The doctor felt her 
pulse, looked at her for some time with one hand raised towards her eyes which she 
closed by degrees under the irresistible power of this magnetic influence, and when she 
was asleep, he said:  

"Your husband does not require the five thousand francs any longer! You must, 
therefore, forget that you asked your cousin to lend them to you, and, if he speaks to you 
about it, you will not understand him."  

Then he woke her up, and I took out a pocketbook and said: "Here is what you 
asked me for this morning, my dear cousin." But she was so surprised, that I did not 
venture to persist; nevertheless, I tried to recall the circumstance to her, but she denied it 
vigorously, thought that I was making fun of her, and in the end, very nearly lost her 
temper.  

    

THERE! I have just come back, and I have not been able to eat any lunch, for this 
experiment has altogether upset me.  

July 19. Many people to whom I have told the adventure, have laughed at me. I no longer 
know what to think. The wise man says: Perhaps?  

July 21. I dined at Bougival, and then I spent the evening at a boatmen's ball. Decidedly 
everything depends on place and surroundings. It would be the height of folly to believe 
in the supernatural on the île de la Grenouillière. . . but on the top of Mont Saint-Michel? 
. . . and in India? We are terribly under the influence of our surroundings. I shall return 
home next week.  

July 30. I came back to my own house yesterday. Everything is going on well.  

August 2. Nothing new. It is splendid weather, and I spent my days in watching the Seine 
flow past.  

August 4. Quarrels among my servants. They declare that the glasses are broken in the 
cupboards at night. The footman accuses the cook, who accuses the needle woman, who 
accuses the other two. Who is the culprit? A clever person, to be able to tell.  

August 6. This time, I am not mad. I have seen . . . I have seen . . . I have seen! . . . I can 
doubt no longer . . . I have seen it!  



I was walking at two o'clock among my rose trees, in the full sunlight . . . in the 
walk bordered by autumn roses which are beginning to fall. As I stopped to look at a 
Géant de Bataille, which had three splendid blooms, I distinctly saw the stalk of one of 
the roses bend, close to me, as if an invisible hand had bent it, and then break, as if that 
hand had picked it! Then the flower raised itself, following the curve which a hand would 
have described in carrying it towards a mouth, and it remained suspended in the 
transparent air, all alone and motionless, a terrible red spot, three yards from my eyes. In 
desperation I rushed at it to take it! I found nothing; it had disappeared. Then I was seized 
with furious rage against myself, for it is not allowable for a reasonable and serious man 
to have such hallucinations.  

But was it a hallucination? I turned round to look for the stalk, and I found it 
immediately under the bush, freshly broken, between two other roses which remained on 
the branch, and I returned home then, with a much disturbed mind; for I am certain now, 
as certain as I am of the alternation of day and night, that there exists close to me an 
invisible being that lives on milk and on water, which can touch objects, take them and 
change their places; which is, consequently, endowed with a material nature, although it 
is imperceptible to our senses, and which lives as I do, under my roof. . . .  

August 7. I slept tranquilly. He drank the water out of my decanter, but did not disturb 
my sleep.  

I ask myself whether I am mad. As I was walking just now in the sun by the river 
side, doubts as to my own sanity arose in me; not vague doubts such as I have had 
hitherto, but precise and absolute doubts. I have seen mad people, and I have known 
some who have been quite intelligent, lucid, even clear-sighted in every concern of life, 
except on one point. They spoke clearly, readily, profoundly on everything, when 
suddenly their thoughts struck upon the breakers of their madness and broke to pieces 
there, and were dispersed and foundered in that furious and terrible sea, full of bounding 
waves, fogs and squalls, which is called madness.  

I certainly should think that I was mad, absolutely mad, if I were not conscious, 
did not perfectly know my state, if I did not fathom it by analyzing it with the most 
complete lucidity. I should, in fact, be a reasonable man who was laboring under a 
hallucination. Some unknown disturbance must have been excited in my brain, one of 
those disturbances which physiologists of the present day try to note and to fix precisely, 
and that disturbance must have caused a profound gulf in my mind and in the order and 
logic of my ideas. Similar phenomena occur in the dreams which lead us through the 
most unlikely phantasmagoria, without causing us any surprise, because our verifying 
apparatus and our sense of control has gone to sleep, while our imaginative faculty wakes 
and works. Is it not possible that one of the imperceptible keys of the cerebral finger- 
board has been paralyzed in me? Some men lose the recollection of proper names, or of 
verbs or of numbers or merely of dates, in consequence of an accident. The localization 
of all the particles of thought has been proved nowadays; what then would there be 
surprising in the fact that my faculty of controlling the unreality of certain hallucinations 
should be destroyed for the time being!  



I thought of all this as I walked by the side of the water. The sun was shining 
brightly on the river and made earth delightful, while it filled my looks with love for life, 
for the swallows, whose agility is always delightful in my eyes, for the plants by the 
riverside, whose rustling is a pleasure to my ears. By degrees, however, an inexplicable 
feeling of discomfort seized me. It seemed to me as if some unknown force were 
numbing and stopping me, were preventing me from going further and were calling me 
back. I felt that painful wish to return which oppresses you when you have left a beloved 
invalid at home, and when you are seized by a presentiment that he is worse.  

I, therefore, returned in spite of myself, feeling certain that I should find some bad 
news awaiting me, a letter or a telegram. There was nothing however and I was more 
surprised and uneasy than if I had had another fantastic vision.  

August 8. I spent a terrible evening, yesterday. He does not show himself any more, but I 
feel that he is near me, watching me, looking at me, penetrating me, dominating me and 
more redoubtable when he hides himself thus, than if he were to manifest his constant 
and invisible presence by supernatural phenomena. However, I slept.  

August 9. Nothing, but I am afraid.  

August 10. Nothing; what will happen to-morrow?  

August 11. Still nothing; I cannot stop at home with this fear hanging over me and these 
thoughts in my mind; I shall go away.  

August 12. Ten o'clock at night. All day long I have been trying to get away, and have 
not been able. I wished to accomplish this simple and easy act of liberty--go out--get into 
my carriage in order to go to Rouen--and What is the reason? I have not been able to do 
it.  

August 13. When one is attacked by certain maladies, all the springs of our physical 
being appear to be broken, all our energies destroyed, all our muscles relaxed, our bones 
to have become as soft as our flesh, and our blood as liquid as water. I am experiencing 
that condition in my moral being in a strange and distressing manner. I have no longer 
any strength, any courage, any self-control, nor even any power to set my own will in 
motion. I have no power left to will anything, but some one does it for me and I obey.  

August 14. I am lost! Somebody possesses my soul and governs it! Somebody orders all 
my acts, all my movements, all my thoughts. I am no longer anything in myself, nothing 
except an enslaved and terrified spectator of all the things which I do. I wish to go out; I 
cannot. He does not wish to, and so I remain, trembling and distracted in the armchair in 
which he keeps me sitting. I merely wish to get up and to rouse myself, so as to think that 
I am still master of myself: I cannot! I am riveted to my chair, and my chair adheres to 
the ground in such a manner that no force could move us.  



Then suddenly, I must, I must go to the bottom of my garden to pick some 
strawberries and eat them, and I go there. I pick the strawberries and I eat them! Oh! my 
God! my God! Is there a God? If there be one, deliver me! save me! succor me! Pardon! 
Pity! Mercy! Save me! Oh! what sufferings! what torture! what horror!  

August 15. Certainly this is the way in which my poor cousin was possessed and swayed, 
when she came to borrow five thousand francs of me. She was under the power of a 
strange will which had entered into her, like another soul, like another parasitic and ruling 
soul. Is the world coming to an end?  

But who is he, this invisible being that rules me. This unknowable being, this 
rover of a supernatural race?  

Invisible beings exist, then I How is it then that since the beginning of the world 
they have never manifested themselves in such a manner precisely as they do to me? I 
have never read anything which resembles what goes on in my house. Oh I If I could only 
leave it, if I could only go away and flee, so as never to return. I should be saved, but I 
cannot.  

August 16. I managed to escape to-day for two hours, like a prisoner who finds the door 
of his dungeon, accidentally open. I suddenly felt that I was free and that he was far 
away, and so I gave orders to put the horses in as quickly as possible, and I drove to 
Rouen. Oh! How delightful to be able to say to a man who obeyed you: "Go to Rouen!"  

I made him pull up before the library, and I begged them to lend me Dr. 
Herrmann Herestauss's treatise on the unknown inhabitants of the ancient and modern 
world.  

Then, as I was getting into my carriage, I intended to say: "To the railway 
station!" but instead of this I shouted,--I did not say, but I shouted--in such a loud voice 
that all the passers-by turned round: "Home!" and I fell back onto the cushion of my 
carriage, overcome by mental agony. He had found me out and regained possession of 
me.  

August 17. Oh I What a night! what a night I And yet it seems to me that I ought to 
rejoice. I read until one o'clock in the morning! Herestauss, Doctor of Philosophy and 
Theogony, wrote the history and the manifestations of all those invisible beings which 
hover around man, or of whom he dreams. He describes their origin, their domains, their 
power; but none of them resembles the one which haunts me. One might say that man, 
ever since he has thought, has had a foreboding of, and feared a new being, stronger than 
himself, his successor in this world, and that, feeling him near, and not being able to 
foretell the nature of that master, he has, in his terror, created the whole race of hidden 
beings, of vague phantoms born of fear.  



Having, therefore, read until one o'clock in the morning, I went and sat down at 
the open window, in order to cool my forehead and my thoughts, in the calm night air. It 
was very pleasant and warm! How I should have enjoyed such a night formerly!  

There was no moon, but the stars darted out their rays in the dark heavens. Who 
inhabits those worlds? What forms, what living beings, what animals are there yonder? 
What do those who are thinkers in those distant worlds, know more than we do? What 
can they do more than we can? What do they see which we do not know? Will not one of 
them, some day or other, traversing space, appear on our earth to conquer it, just as the 
Norsemen formerly crossed the sea in order to subjugate nations more feeble than 
themselves?  

We are so weak, so unarmed, so ignorant, so small, we who live on this particle of 
mud which turns round in a drop of water.  

I fell asleep, dreaming thus in the cool night air, and then, having slept for about 
three quarters of an hour, I opened my eyes without moving, awakened by I know not 
what confused and strange sensation.--At first I saw nothing, and then suddenly it 
appeared to me as if a page of a book which had remained open on my table, turned over 
of its own accord. Not a breath of air had come in at my window, and I was surprised and 
waited. In about four minutes, I saw, I saw, yes I saw with my own eyes another page lift 
itself up and fall down on the others, as if a finger had turned it over. My armchair was 
empty, appeared empty, but I knew that he was there, he, and sitting in my place, and that 
he was reading. With a furious bound, the bound of an enraged wild beast that wishes to 
disembowel its tamer, I crossed my room to seize him, to strangle him, to kill him! . . . 
But before I could reach it, my chair fell over as if somebody had ran away from me . . . 
my table rocked, my lamp fell and went out, and my window closed as if some thief had 
been surprised and had fled out into the night, shutting it behind him.  

So he had run away: he had been afraid: he, afraid of me!  

So . . . so . . . to-morrow . . . or later . . . some day or other . . . I should be able to 
hold him in my clutches and crush him against the ground! Do not dogs occasionally bite 
and strangle their masters?  

August 18. I have been thinking the whole day long. Oh! yes, I will obey him, follow his 
impulses, fulfill all his wishes, show myself humble, submissive, a coward. He is the 
stronger; but an hour will come. . .  

August 19. I know. . . . I know . . . I know all! I have just read the following in the Revue 
du Monde Scientifique: "A curious piece of news comes to us from Rio de Janeiro. 
Madness, an epidemic of madness, which may be compared to that contagious madness 
which attacked the people of Europe in the Middle Ages, is at this moment raging in the 
Province of San-Paulo. The frightened inhabitants are leaving their houses, deserting 
their villages, abandoning their land, saying that they are pursued, possessed, governed 
like human cattle by invisible, though tangible beings, a species of vampire, which feed 



on their life while they are asleep, and who, besides, drink water and milk without 
appearing to touch any other nourishment.  

"Professor Don Pedro Henriques, accompanied by several medical savants, has 
gone to the Province of San-Paulo, in order to study the origin and the manifestations of 
this surprising madness on the spot, and to propose such measures to the Emperor as may 
appear to him to be most fitted to restore the mad population to reason."  

Ah! Ah! I remember now that fine Brazilian three-master which passed in front of 
my windows as it was going up the Seine, on the 8th of last May! I thought it looked so 
pretty, so white and bright! That Being was on board of her, coming from there, where its 
race sprang from. And it saw me! It saw my house which was also white, and he sprang 
from the ship onto the land. Oh! Good heavens!  

Now I know, I can divine. The reign of man is over, and he has come. He whom 
disquieted priests exorcised, whom sorcerers evoked on dark nights, without yet seeing 
him appear, to whom the presentiments of the transient masters of the world lent all the 
monstrous or graceful forms of gnomes, spirits, genii, fairies and familiar spirits. After 
the coarse conceptions of primitive fear, more clear-sighted men foresaw it more clearly. 
Mesmer divined him, and ten years ago physicians accurately discovered the nature of his 
power, even before he exercised it himself. They played with that weapon of their new 
Lord, the sway of a mysterious will over the human soul, which had become enslaved. 
They called it magnetism, hypnotism, suggestion . . . . . . what do I know? I have seen 
them amusing themselves like impudent children with this horrible power! Woe to us! 
Woe to man! He has come, the . . . the . . . what does he call himself . . . the . . . I fancy 
that he is shouting out his name to me and I do not hear him . . . the . . . yes . . . he is 
shouting it out . . . I am listening . . . I cannot . . . repeat . . . it . . . Horla . . . I have heard . 
. . the Horla, . . . it is he . . . the Horla . . . he has come!  

Ah! the vulture has eaten the pigeon, the wolf has eaten the lamb; the lion has 
devoured the buffalo with sharp horns; man has killed the lion with an arrow, with a 
sword, with gunpowder; but the Horla will make of man what we have made of the horse 
and of the ox: his chattel, his slave and his food, by the mere power of his will. Woe to 
us!  

But, nevertheless, the animal sometimes revolts and kills the man who has 
subjugated it . . . . I should also like . . . but I must know him, touch him, see him! 
Learned men say that beasts' eyes, as they differ from ours, do not distinguish like ours 
do . . . And my eye cannot distinguish this newcomer who is oppressing me.  

Why? Oh! Now I remember the words of the monk at Mont Saint-Michel: "Can 
we see the hundred-thousandth part of what exists? Look here; there is the wind which is 
the strongest force in nature, which knocks men, and blows down buildings, uproots 
trees, raises the sea into mountains of water, destroys cliffs and casts great ships onto the 
breakers; the wind which kills, which whistles, which sighs, which roars,--have you ever 
seen it, and can you see it? It exists for all that, however!"  



And I went on thinking: my eyes are so weak, so imperfect, that they do not even 
distinguish hard bodies, if they are as transparent as glass! . . . If a glass without tinfoil 
behind it were to bar my way, I should run into it, just like a bird which has flown into a 
room breaks its head against the windowpanes. A thousand things, moreover, deceive 
him and lead him astray. How should it then be surprising that he cannot perceive a fresh 
body which is traversed by the light.  

A new being! Why not? It was assuredly bound to come! Why should we be the 
last? We do not distinguish it, like all the others created before us? The reason is, that its 
nature is more 'perfect, its body finer and more finished than ours, that ours is so weak, so 
awkwardly conceived, encumbered with organs that are always tired, always on the strain 
like locks that are too complicated, which lives like a plant and like a beast, nourishing 
itself with difficulty on air, herbs and flesh, an animal machine, which is a prey to 
maladies, to malformations, to decay; broken-winded, badly regulated, simple and 
eccentric, ingeniously badly made, a coarse and a delicate work, the outline of a being 
which might become intelligent and grand.  

We are only a few, so few in this world, from the oyster up to man. Why should 
there not be one more, when once that period is accomplished which separates the 
successive apparitions from all the different species?  

Why not one more? Why not, also, other trees with immense, splendid flowers, 
perfuming whole regions? Why not other elements besides fire, air, earth and water? 
There are four, only four, those nursing fathers of various beings! What a pity! Why are 
they not forty, four hundred, four thousand! How poor everything is, how mean and 
wretched! grudgingly given, dryly invented, clumsily made! Ah! the elephant and the 
hippopotamus, what grace! And the camel, what elegance!  

But, the butterfly you will say, a flying flower! I dream of one that should be as 
large as a hundred worlds, with wings whose shape, beauty, colors and motion I cannot 
even express. But I see it . . . it flutters from star to star, refreshing them and perfuming 
them with the light and harmonious breath of its flight! . . . And the people up there look 
at it as it passes in an ecstacy of delight! . . .  

    

WHAT is the matter with me? It is he, the Horla, who haunts me, and who makes me 
think of these foolish things! He is within me, he is becoming my soul; I shall kill him!  

August 19. I shall kill him. I have seen him! Yesterday I sat down at my table and 
pretended to write very assiduously. I knew quite well that he would come prowling 
round me, quite close to me, so close that I might perhaps be able to touch him, to seize 
him. And then! . . . then I should have the strength of desperation; I should have my 
hands, my knees, my chest, my forehead, my teeth to strangle him, to crush him, to bite 
him, to tear him to pieces. And I watched for him with all my overexcited organs.  



I had lighted my two lamps and the eight wax candles on my mantelpiece, as if, 
by this light, I could have discovered him.  

My bed, my old oak bed with its columns was opposite to me; on my right was 
the fireplace; on my left the door, which was carefully closed, after I had left it open for 
some time, in order to attract him; behind me was a very high wardrobe with a looking-
glass in it, which served me to dress by every day, and in which I was in the habit of 
looking at myself from head to foot every time I passed it.  

So I pretended to be writing in order to deceive him, for he also was watching me, 
and suddenly I felt, I was certain that he was reading over my shoulder, that he was there, 
almost touching my ear.  

I got up so quickly, with my hands extended, that I almost fell. Eh! well? . . . It 
was as bright as at midday, but I did not see myself in the glass! . . . It was empty,.clear, 
profound, full of light! But my figure was not reflected in it . . . and I, I was opposite to 
it! I saw the large, clear glass from top to bottom, and I looked at it with unsteady eyes; 
and I did not dare to advance; I did not venture to make a movement, nevertheless feeling 
perfectly that he was there, but that he would escape me again, he whose imperceptible 
body had absorbed my reflection.  

How frightened I was! And then suddenly I began to see myself through a mist in 
the depths of the looking-glass, in a mist as it were through a sheet of water; and it 
seemed to me as if this water were flowing slowly from left to right, and making my 
figure clearer every moment. It was like the end of an eclipse. Whatever it was that hid 
me, did not appear to possess any clearly defined outlines, but a sort of opaque 
transparency, which gradually grew clearer.  

At last I was able to distinguish myself completely, as I do every day when I look 
at myself.  

I had seen it! And the horror of it remained with me, and makes me shudder even 
now.  

August 20. How could I kill it, as I could not get hold of it? Poison? But it would see me 
mix it with the water; and then, would our poisons have any effect on its impalpable 
body? No . . . no . . . no doubt about the matter . . . Then? . . . then? . . .  

August 21. I sent for a blacksmith from Rouen, and ordered iron shutters of him for my 
room, such as some private hotels in Paris have on the ground floor, for fear of thieves, 
and he is going to make me a similar door as well. I have made myself out as a coward, 
but I do not care about that I . . .  

September 10. Rouen, Hotel Continental. It is done; . . . it is done. . . . But is he dead? My 
mind is thoroughly upset by what I have seen.  



Well, then, yesterday, the locksmith having put on the iron shutters and door, I 
left everything open until midnight, although it was getting cold.  

Suddenly I felt that he was there, and joy, mad joy took possession of me. I got up 
softly, and I walked to the right and left for sometime, so that he might not guess 
anything; then I took off my boots and put on my slippers carelessly; then I fastened the 
iron shutters and going back to the door quickly I double-locked it with a padlock, putting 
the key into my pocket.  

Suddenly I noticed that he was moving restlessly round me, that in his turn he was 
frightened and was ordering me to let him out. I nearly yielded, though I did not yet, but 
putting my back to the door, I half opened, just enough to allow me to go out backwards, 
and as I am very tall, my head touched the lintel. I was sure that he had not been able to 
escape, and I shut him up quite alone, quite alone. What happiness! I had him fast. Then I 
ran downstairs; in the drawing-room, which was under my bed-room, I took the two 
lamps and I poured all the oil onto the carpet, the furniture, everywhere; then I set the fire 
to it and made my escape, after having carefully double-locked the door.  

I went and hid myself at the bottom of the garden, in a clump of laurel bushes. 
How long it was! how long it was! Everything was dark, silent, motionless, not a breath 
of air and not a star, but heavy banks of clouds which one could not see, but which 
weighed, oh! so heavily on my soul.  

I looked at my house and waited. How long it was! I already began to think that 
the fire had gone out of its own accord, or that he had extinguished it, when one of the 
lower windows gave way under the violence of the flames, and a long, soft, caressing 
sheet of red flame mounted up the white wall, and kissed it as high as the roof. The light 
fell onto the trees, the branches, and the leaves, and a shiver of fear pervaded them also! 
The birds awoke; a dog began to howl, and it seemed to me as if the day were breaking! 
Almost immediately two other windows flew into fragments, and I saw that the whole of 
the lower part of my house was nothing but a terrible furnace. But a cry, a horrible, shrill, 
heart-rending cry, a woman's cry, sounded through the night, and two garret windows 
were opened! I had forgotten the servants! I saw the terror-struck faces, and their 
frantically waving arms! . . .  

 Then, overwhelmed with horror, I set off to run to the village, shouting: "Help! 
help! fire! fire! I met some people who were already coming onto the scene, and I went 
back with them to see!  

By this time the house was nothing but a horrible and a magnificent funeral pile, a 
monstrous funeral pile which lit up the whole country, a funeral pile where men were 
burning, and where he was burning also, He, He, my prisoner, that new Being, the new 
master, the Horla! Suddenly the whole roof fell in between the walls, and a volcano of 
flames darted up to the sky. Through all the windows which opened onto that furnace, I 
saw the flames darting, and I thought that he was there, in that kiln, dead.  



Dead? perhaps? . . . His body? Was not his body, which was transparent, 
indestructible by such means as would kill ours?  

If he was not dead? . . . Perhaps time alone has power over that Invisible and 
Redoubtable Being. Why this transparent, unrecognizable body, this body belonging to a 
spirit, if it also had to fear ills, infirmities and premature destruction?  

Premature destruction? All human terror springs from that! After man the Horla. 
After him who can die every day, at any hour, at any moment, by any accident, he came 
who was only to die at his own proper hour and minute, because he had touched the 
limits of his existence!  

No . . . no . . . without any doubt . . . he is not dead. . . . Then . . . then . . . I 
suppose I must kill myself! . . .  

COMMENTARY 

De Maupassant uses the diary here as does Doyle in “The Terror of Blue John Gap”. De 
Maupassant’s purpose is slightly different. In his horror stories the reader often wonders 
if the narrator is sane or not. (Something the author often worried about himself.) By 
making the story immediate through a diary, the reader can follow along the narrator’s 
process of evidence and doubt. Of course, at the end, we side with the teller’s sanity and 
existence of horror. 

De Maupasant’s creature is invisible. As Wells would exploit in his famous The Invisible 
Man, an enemy that lies outside our senses can be very frightening. Invisibility has been 
used in several classics including “What Was It?”, “The Damned Thing” and “The 
Country of the Blind”. Writers should consider what senses a monster will affect. M. R. 
James (“Canon Alberic’s Scrapbook”) and J. Sheridan Le Fanu (“The Familiar”) made 
their monsters horrible by making them felt before they were seen. Smell is often a sense 
that protagonists come across before sight. In “The Terror of Blue John Gap”, Doyle had 
Hardcastle hear the thing first. Things that are seen are often categorized and explained, 
lacking mystery. The monster writer should amplify the terror by hiding as much of the 
monster as possible for as long as possible. (As White does in “Lukundoo”.) Nice neat 
explanations at the end are also not required. De Maupassant never reveals the Horla 
completely. The most the poor victim gets is to perceive the creature sucking the breath 
from an unaware sleeper. This is enough. We feel vulnerable when in sleep and the 
knowledge that the monster has free rein while we are unguarded is creepy. 

 

EXERCISES 

Write a story: 



- (perhaps in a diary) where the reader is not sure if the narrator is sane or not. Try 
the ending with them sane, and again with them insane. Which works better? 

- with a mystery at its core but do not reveal all of the answer. How do you make it 
satisfying without giving it away? 

- about a parasite creature, one that lives off unaware humans. 

 

 

FURTHER MONSTER READING 

All of the authors selected for this book wrote more than one monster story. Be sure to 
check these others worthy of note: 

H. G. WELLS 

“In the Avu Observatory”, “The Strange Orchid”, “Aepyornis Island”, “Empire of the 
Ants”, “The Sea Raiders”, The Time Machine, The Island of Dr. Moreau, The War of the 
Worlds, The First Men in the Moon, Food of the Gods. 

M. R. JAMES 

(Collected Works) but especially “Count Magnus”, “Casting the Runes”, “Canon 
Alberic’s Scrapbook”, “The Treasure of Abbot Thomas”, “Oh Whistle and I’ll Come To 
You, My Lad”. 

F. MARION CRAWFORD 

“The Screaming Skull”, For the Blood is the Life”, “The Dead Smile”, “The Doll’s 
Ghost”. 

ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE 

“The Horror of the Heights”, “Lot 249“, “The Ring of Thoth”, “The Brown Hand”, “The 
Captain of the Pole-Star”, The Hound of the Baskervilles. 

WILLIAM HOPE HODGSON 



“A Tropical Horror”, “A Voice in the Night”, “The Stone Ship”, The Finding of the 
Graiken”, “The Terror of the Water-Tank”, “The Hog”, The Boats of Glen Carrig, The 
Ghost Pirates, The House on the Borderlands, The Nightland. 

EDWARD LUCAS WHITE 

“Amina”, “The House of the Nightmares”, “The Snout”, “The Song of the Siren”. 

GUY DE MAUPASSANT 

“The Mother of Monsters”, “The Flayed Hand”, “The Englishman”, “He?”, “The 
Specter”, “Was It a Dream?”. 

 
AN ATMOSPHERE OF DREAD is intended to be shared. Introductory material and 
commentaries copyright G. W. Thomas 2003. Labor Pool Prologue and cover copyright 
Bob Gunner. Entire book is copyright Cyber-Pulp 2003. 
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	One of the great things about “Wailing Well” is t
	George Romero may owe his zombie franchise to Mr.
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	"I did not expect you to believe it," he said; "I began by saying that although I heard and saw it, when I look back on it I cannot credit it myself."
	COMMENTARY
	White uses two useful tricks in “Lukundoo”. The f
	The second useful tactic is the onion-layering of the story. First, as I already said, this distances the reader from the horror, but it also makes the reader have to read on to find out what all the horrible clues mean. A little mystery is good in any g
	EXERCISES
	Write a story:
	with onion-peel layers. Make the reader have to peel away several levels to find the real horror at the end.
	about a gruesome process. Try writing it from the point-of-view of the victim. Then write the same story again from the point-of-view of an observer. Which works better?
	in which someone has a terrible secret. Do not reveal the secret until the very end.
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