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INTRODUCTION
THE ARDENT BLASPHEMERS
by Ray Bradbury
CONSIDER AMERICA, first of all the new breed of nations.
Consider America, a nation, because of its newness, ardent in its blasphemy.
Set in motion by the centrifuge of the great wheel of the Industrial Revolution, this people flung themselves across sea prairies to stand on New England rim-rock and fling themselves yet on across land prairies. Shocking other ages, they blasphemed down the meadows and over hills as ancient as the memory of Jerusalem.
Consider America, her fire-dragon locomotives huffing out vast devil bursts of fluming spark, setting the lion-grass afire as they went.
Come to a forest, cut it down. Come to a mountain, quarry it to pebbles. Skip the pebbles across God's lakes. Build new mountains, finally, upright, and ornamented with man's prideful encrustations. Then run men up and down elevator shafts to a heaven no longer believed in from a hell much better ignored.
Consider the authors who lived in and with these men and wrote to channel this blasphemy, express it in symbols about which such men could enthuse like devil children. With a new nation being dreamt to life, set to rights with fabulous new toys, the uneasy dreamers cast about and came up with two most ardent blasphemers:
Herman Melville.
Jules Verne.
“American” authors, both.
Melville, the New Englander, and Verne, the Frenchman, you say, Americans both?
“American” yes in their newness and their attack upon the universe and this world rolling through that universe.
Another nation could have been “American” first. The seeds of man's mechanical reaction to Nature were cast forth first in England and France. But the flowering of what other ages might have considered an insidious tree was in this raw nation under God which would soon ask Him to move over, jump aside, step down. We might not even ask His pardon while we scourged the mineral gut, packed once-holy echoes in electronic boxes to deal them forth commercially, split atoms as handily as peas, and dared God to answer back in equal thunders.
I say, another nation could have done this. But the accidents of time and circumstance dubbed us unholy first. Others follow us in our sacrilege: the Japanese and his insect-clicking camera, the Frenchman flung about by our L.P. jive, the Italian hopping Rome's hills on angry adaptations of our motorbikes.
The sacrilege was inevitable.
Once set the wheel invented by some fine fool of a first blasphemer in motion just beyond old Egypt and it rolls up in the late 80's of our time such dust clouds as would dim the bright visage of any spoiled God. Wheels within wheels within wheels rolled forth upon our land and, later, way in the middle of our outraged God's air.
And being firstest with the mostest, we not only did but read, and having read did more.
And Jules Verne was our text and testament, followed close by packs of “evil” boys like Tom Swift and his Flying Machine plus his A.C.-D.C. I.B.M. Power-Circuited Grandmother.
I Sing the Body Electric! cried Whitman.
And Americans wound tight their robot devices and set them free to gnaw ugliness across the territories which now, very late, we must clean up after.
But let us go back to our literary beginnings.
Why, in introducing you to this book by Jules Verne, do I summon forth the lunar name of Herman Melville? What relation do I see between a Frenchman benevolent as a good uncle in his eccentricities, and strange cousin Herman who some thought best kept in America's attic?
From the viewpoint of Gothic times peering ahead at the tidal wave of the future, let me set up these two men.
God, after all, was in His heaven a long while, and things went well for Him, if not His children, upon earth. Those born-but-to-die inhabited His churches and if they questioned, questions were best kept mum in one's mouth or like gum behind the ear.
But send these God-doting children free from Europe, strew and scrabble them across a whole continental surprise, hand them commotions and contraptions of steam and whiffling iron and they pant up frenzies of revenge against God for having maltreated them down the eons.
Out of questions suddenly posed and needs suddenly found most needful, as the steam blew off and the proud dust settled we found:
Mad Captain Ahab.
Mad Captain Nemo.
Moby Dick, the great White Whale.
Nautilus, the whale-seeming submarine, first of its hidden and terrific sort, soaring through sea-meadows amongst sinner sharks and true leviathans.
Look how these two “evil” men implement their “blasphemy.”
“Call me Ishmael.”
So Melville strikes forth on his search for Moby Dick. In his first chapter we find:
“. . . Why upon your first voyage as a passenger, did you yourself feel such a mystical vibration, when first told that you and your ship were now out of sight of land? Why did the old Persians hold the sea holy? Why did the Greeks give it a separate deity, and own brother of Jove? Surely all this is not without meaning. And still deeper the meaning of that story of Narcissus, who because he could not grasp the tormenting, mild image he saw in the fountain, plunged into it and was drowned. But that same image, we ourselves see in all rivers and oceans. It is the image of the ungraspable phantom of life; and this is the key to it all.”
Why does Ishmael go to sea?
“. . . Chief among these motives was the overwhelming idea of the great whale himself. Such a portentous and mysterious monster roused all my curiosity. Then the wild and distant seas where he rolled his island bulk; the undeliverable, nameless perils of the whale; these, with all the attending marvels of a thousand Patagonian sights and sounds, helped to sway me to my wish . . . by reason of these things, then, the whaling voyage was welcome; the great flood-gates of the wonder-world swung open, and in the wild conceits that swayed me to my purpose, two and two there floated into my inmost soul, endless processions of the whale, and, mid most of them all, one grand hooded phantom, like a snow hill in the air.”
In 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, Jules Verne starts thus:
“The year 1866 was marked by a strange event, an unexplainable occurrence which is undoubtedly still fresh in everyone's memory. . . . Several ships had recently met at sea ‘an enormous thing,' a long slender object which was sometimes phosphorescent and which was infinitely larger and faster than a whale.”
Verne continues:
“The facts concerning this apparition . . . agreed closely with one another as to the structure of the object or creature in question, the incredible speed of its movements, the surprising power of its locomotion and the strange life with which it seemed endowed. If it was a member of the whale family, it was larger than any so far classified by scientists. . . . But it did exist—there was no denying this fact any longer—and considering the natural inclination of the human brain toward objects of wonder, one can understand the excitement produced throughout the world by this supernatural apparition.”
So two books begin. Both set somewhat the same tone, both strike chords that might recur within the framework of the book to follow. Yet swiftly we perceive rank differences. We soon know that while Uncle Jules is mostly gently mad, cousin Herman is beyond the pale.
We set sail with Ishmael who, unknowing, is in the clutches of wild Ahab, seeking some universal truth shaped to a monster all frightful white named Moby Dick.
We set sail almost simultaneously with Professor Aronnax and Ned Land and Conseil on the Abraham Lincoln in search of this other mystery which “in every big city . . . became the fashion: it was sung about in cafés, derided in newspapers and discussed on the stage. Scandal sheets had a marvelous opportunity to print all kinds of wild stories. Even ordinary newspapers—always short of copy—printed articles about every huge, imaginary monster one could think of, from the white whale, the terrible ‘Moby Dick' of the far north, to the legendary Norse kraken. . . .”
So we suspect that Uncle Jules has touched minds somewhere down the line with Cousin Herman.
But without any real exchange or superblending of madness.
Mr. Verne will go his own way with his “educated” vengeance, leaving Melville with his Shakespearean terrors and laments.
We do not meet Moby Dick face to face, we only have Ahab's leg torn off in retrospect, until very late in Melville.
But Verne, in Chapter 6 of 20,000 Leagues, hoves his “monster” to view and swallows our Jonahs whole and entire.
Thus ending the tale as Melville might end it?
No, thus starting to show us the vast differences between the odd American-type French writer and the truly driven New England author-sailor soon to be despairing customs inspector.
Let us compare some few quotes from each writer.
Here are some from Moby Dick:
“His three boats stove around him, and oars and men both whirling in the eddies; one captain, seizing the line-knife from his broken prow, had dashed at the Whale. . . . That Captain was Ahab. . . . And then it was, that suddenly sweeping his sickle-shaped lower jaw beneath him, Moby Dick had reaped away Ahab's leg, as a mower a blade of grass in the field. No turbaned Turk, no hired Venetian or Malay, could have smote him with more seeming malice . . . ever since that almost fatal encounter, Ahab had cherished a wild vindictiveness against the whale, all the more fell for that in his frantic morbidness he at last came to identify with him, not only all his bodily woes, but all his intellectual and spiritual exasperations. The White Whale swam before him as the monomaniac incarnation of all those malicious agencies which some deep men feel eating in them, till they are left living on with half a heart and half a lung. . . . All that most maddens and torments; all that stirs up the lees of things; all truth with malice in it; all that cracks the sinews and cakes the brain; all the subtle demonisms of life and thought; all evil, to crazy Ahab, were visibily personified, and made practically assailable in Moby Dick. He piled upon the whale's white hump the sum of all the general rage and hate felt by his whole race from Adam down; and then, as if his chest had been a mortar, he burst his hot heart's shell upon it.”
Also, Ahab, speaking to Starbuck:
“Hark ye yet again,—the little lower layer. All visible objects, man, are but as pasteboard masks. But in each event—in the living act, the undoubted deed—there, some unknown but still reasoning thing puts forth the mouldings of its features from behind the unreasoning mask. If man will strike, strike through the mask! How can the prisoner reach outside except by thrusting through the wall? To me, the white whale is that wall, shoved near to me. Sometimes I think there's naught beyond. But 'tis enough. He tasks me; he heaps me; I see in him outrageous strength, with an inscrutable malice sinewing it. That inscrutable thing is chiefly what I hate; and be the white whale agent, or be the white whale principal, I will wreak that hate upon him. Talk not to me of blasphemy, man: I'd strike the sun if it insulted me.”
Compare the above with these quotes from Verne's somewhat more differently “touched” Nemo:
“Professor . . . I'm not what you would call a civilized man! I've broken with all of society for reasons which I alone can appreciate. I therefore don't obey its rules, and I advise you never to refer to them again in front of me!”
Aronnax asks Nemo:
“You love the sea, don't you, Captain?”
“Yes, I love it! The sea is everything. It covers seven-tenths of the globe. Its breath is pure and healthy. It is an immense desert where a man is never alone, for he can feel life quivering all about him. The sea is only a receptacle for all the prodigious, supernatural things that exist inside it; it is only movement and love; it is the living infinite, as one of your poets has said. And in fact, Professor, it contains the three kingdoms of nature—mineral, vegetable, and animal. This last is well represented by the four groups of zoophytes, by the three classes of articulata, by the five classes of mollusks, by three classes of vertebrates, mammals and reptiles, and those innumerable legions of fish, that infinite order of animals which includes more than thirteen thousand species, only one-tenth of which live in fresh water. The sea is a vast reservoir of nature. The world, so to speak, began with the sea, and who knows but that it will also end in the sea! There lies supreme tranquillity. The sea does not belong to tyrants. On its surface, they can still exercise their iniquitous rights, fighting, destroying one another and indulging in their other earthly horrors. But thirty feet below its surface their power ceases, their influence dies out and their domination disappears! Ah, Monsieur, one must live—live within the ocean! Only there can one be independent! Only there do I have no masters! There I am free!”
How different from Melville's:
“When beholding the tranquil beauty and brilliancy of the ocean's skin, one forgets the tiger heart that pants beneath it; and would not willingly remember that this velvet paw but conceals a remorseless fang.”
And, in a tranquil, golden moment, Starbuck muses:
“Loveliness unfathomable, as ever lover saw in his young bride's eye. Tell me not of thy teeth-tiered sharks, and thy kidnapping cannibal ways. Let faith oust fact; let fancy oust memory; I look deep down and do believe.”
But Ahab will have none of it. He rejects what Nemo gladly accepts.
The sea, with all its terror fleshed in beauty, is preferred by Nemo. Here ignorant hunters hunt from hunger. Above, intelligent men, sated at feasts, hunt from needs best not thought on save in nightmares of sadism and wanton destruction. To kill with the teeth is one thing. To kill with the hand, connected to the heart and thinking brain, is quite another.
“Strike through the mask!” cries Ahab.
Better than that, Nemo might reply in an imaginary rebuttal, I will build behind the mask, I will inhabit the white whale.
After a shocked silence, Nemo might continue something like this:
I will create me a symbol of the deep, a manifestation of God's huge wonders, submersible, long-ranging, capably destructive, submissive to my commands, and I will course ocean seas in same, to spread a more personal and therefore more constructive terror in the world. I will not run after Moby Dick. I will rear him whole and entire and live in his belly and be the Mystery, myself.
So, in sum, Nemo skins together and rivets tight the very symbol most feared and whispered of by Ahab's mind and Ahab's crew. Casting aside any doubts, precluding any inhibitions, Nemo intrudes to the monster's marrow, disinhabits mysticism, evicts terrors like so much trash, and proceeds to police the universe beneath, setting it to rights, harvesting its strange crops, be they animal, vegetable, or mineral-gold from sunken fool's ships to be distributed to the world's needy.
In this we find then that Verne is less blasphemous than Melville. He does not so much try to find and kill God in His lounging room as set His miraculous kitchen to percolating in synchronous, perceivable, and therefore serenity-inducing rhythms. Given choices, Melville's Ahab would blow up the Clock Tower. Verne's Nemo would collect the exploded parts, put the whole back better than new and ask the world's citizens to tell their lives by it, be on time for one another from now on.
Verne accepts the natural world and would ask all men to accept its secret ways and join in making themselves over nearer to the hidden heart of this secret so as to utilize it, channel it, reconstruct it where necessary, to give man extra years and vitality.
Melville cannot accept and with Ahab rages at the blind maunderings of a God he cannot comprehend.
Ah, well, says Verne, let us work, let us think, then let us work again until we sweat. We shall win through, or die trying.
No, says Melville, we cannot win. And vainly thrusts the harpoon to deflate the God-symboled Whale.
Verne cares less about killing the symbol, more of rendering the Leviathan out for oil to light the flickerful lamps of a thinking world.
Thinking maddens Ahab.
Thinking only half-maddens Nemo; more often enlivens and solves problems for him and others who inhabit Verne's literary worlds.
Ahab is mad at the God-universe.
Nemo, more practically, is mad at man himself for not using his gift of brains.
Ahab, being irrationally disturbed at the Invisible, can do little.
Nemo, being distressed at God's children, has at least somewhere to start, material to work with, evil and good men to choose among, dirt to be swept out of corners and from under rugs.
Ahab, in trying to search everywhere, finds nothing.
Nemo, content with good beginnings, looks no further than the next man, and scans his face to guess his dream, and if the dream be bad, there is always the ocean depth to live in, gathering yet richer harvests whereby to relieve the oppressed.
So in the long journey through Moby Dick we follow Ahab, knighted by the whale who did so by tearing him asunder, and wearing his terrible crown of now self-inflicted thorns, self-appointing himself to a tragic end.
We wonder what Nemo would have thought of all this?
Glancing in from the kitchen where he might be busy serving forth foods to button up men's souls and sluice their veins with revivifying wonder, Nemo might well debate who that demented sea-king was, unnecessarily throwing and dragging himself about the throne room. We could well imagine Nemo hurrying in to offer a bracing hot drink, or finally slapping Ahab once across the face, seizing his shoulders to shake him, at last, and tell him to behave.
Faced with similar cataclysms we know Ahab would go down with his ship, shaking his fists at Fate.
While Nemo would vanish beneath the sea still bailing out water with his cupped hands.
Ahab's ship pursues an unpursuable God, crying out against His characteristically ill behavior.
Nemo's ship pursues men to remind them of their wickedness, to improve it, or be sunk.
Ahab's ship moves most of the time in nightmare.
Nemo's moves in kaleidoscopic wonders, in rainbow beauties of life thrown forth in multitudinous displays. Only man is nightmare, and Nemo has a better dream to give him as anodyne.
Moby Dick rams Ahab's Pequod because that ship is the engine of blasphemy, directed at the Mystery.
Nemo's Nautilus rams naval ships because they blaspheme against the better and best spirit of humankind.
In the long history of the world, God's motto was writ on man's brow this way:
Yours not to reason why,
Yours to be born and die.
So Melville's Whale resents inquiry.
But Verne's Nautilus is the machine of curiosity, erasing the above motto, prolonging a searchful blasphemy into construction and jigsawing the grand puzzle into a whole.
Ahab orders God to reform Himself in a better image.
Nemo asks mankind to reform in cleaner, higher-spirited, well-mannered ranks.
Both men, being reformers, inevitably destroy for their purposes.
Ahab takes all with him to the sea-bottom in his Shakespearean frenzy.
Nemo, less mad, like many reformers nevertheless winds up killing men to make them behave. Death instructs people well in peace, and by the time he is done, Nemo has killed just as surely as if his aims had been bad.
The sea closes over both men.
But Ahab dead is doomed just as he was doomed alive.
While hope lives on after Nemo, when, either through remorse or inadvertency, he puts his ship down into the Maelstrom. We are unsure of his death.
On the last page of his book, Verne offers us this thought:
“If [the Nautilus has survived] and if Captain Nemo still inhabits the ocean—the country of his adoption—then may the hatred be appeased in his savage heart! May the contemplation of so many wonders extinguish in him the spirit of revenge! May the judge disappear and the scientist continue his peaceful exploration of the seas! However strange his destiny may be, it is also sublime!”
And in that sublimity lies hope for Nemo and his American nephews, the boys who have grown to manhood and machinery since.
For Ahab the hope would be meaningless. If by some miracle Melville's madman should open his cold eyes at the sea-bottom, the contemplation of Verne's rainbow wonders would but drive him deeper into his own abyss. Melville's maelstrom, sucking down through the gorge of Ahab's soul, could swallow Verne's toy Nautilus whole.
But swallow it it never will.
For what we have examined here are two ways of looking at the world. Ages alternate with doses of despair and tonics of survival. Some ages balance between. We are given choices. Some ages do not choose, and thus lose ground in the great vote-taking of time and the deliverance of power either into or out of their hands.
One hundred years ago, this Yea-sayer and this Nay-sayer, literarily anyway, offered us the choice of the nodded or the shaken head. Separated by thousands of sea-miles, yet cheek-by-jowl, these authors represented two halves of the newly emergent American attitude toward the world, and debated whether to live under nature's thunderbolts and rainstorms; accept, tolerate, as all had done before.
One decided to give God as good as he got, and stormed heaven as if it were hell.
The other favored pacing God, running at His elbow, recharging man's batteries, using His juice, so as to later circumvent Him with newer, brighter machineries of sacrilege. These devices saved men's lives when God said die, they reared sick men tall whilst God said fall down dead, lie cold.
And now that we are well into this age of electronics and have begun to worry about how to let some new kind of God-concept back in through even so much as a side-door, we shall witness the pendulum swing, quite often, between Ahab and Nemo. On successive days we may feel both tempted to utter destruction or utter mechanical creativity or combinations and variations on both.
If I assay right, we in America are just emerging from a period inclining toward the Melvillean. We are tempted to hurl our sick heart into God's face.
But I think instead we should listen to the good and reassuring beat of the circuiting mechanical pump in our hospitals, where man's salt blood bypasses his failing heart to be aerated and returned to his waiting and hopeful body. The medical machines of our time, throbbing, would have seemed music to Verne. They calm the ravening intellect that would run too fast to change the world, perhaps by disaster.
The world will change, at any rate, through outright fury, neglect, or through the mild but dedicated blasphemy of such as Nemo.
Ahab might explode a hydrogen bomb to shake the foundations of God.
But in the fright-flash of illumination, at some distance, we would see Nemo re-perusing notes made in mathematical symbols to use such energy to send men to the stars rather than scatter them in green milk-glass and radioactive chaff along the shore.
These then are the captains of our American soul. We could choose between them, if we wished, as tomorrow's light comes in the window.
Decide that God has joined the universe with warped and spokeless wheels and so take Melville and invite the Abyss.
Decide that man's architecture is in sore need of retrials and testings, and so put in with Mr. Verne.
The latter might be our greatest temptation, for we have always resembled Nemo rather more than Ahab.
We have always been the American Boy Mechanic, his cellar full of home-made helicopters, his attic chocked with canvas batwings, an unfinished rowboat in the basement, a bicycle-built-for-two-hovercraft in the yard.
America was ingenuity. It still is and could be. Spit, string, and tinfoil once our girded armor and the grand dream our goal, we have too often now folded our money into our pockets and strolled off while Doom bided its time and whetted its whistle around the corner.
So surprisingly enough, the book you hold in your hands is more than timely, as are all of Verne's books. Remarkable not so much for what he predicted, and he predicted much—gave bones to boys on which to skin their dreams—but because of its attitude. American in the best sense, that we can somehow make-do somewhere, anywhere, if we collect our spit, save our string, and ball our tinfoil.
Melville wrote to Hawthorne of Moby Dick:
“I have written an evil book.”
Similarly, seen from other days and ways, Verne might have written some literary friend that yesterday's evil can be hammered into today's good, yesterday's provocation to morality can be rechanneled toward survival in tomorrow.
The logic that informs Ahab's madness but destroys him.
The logic that informs Nemo can well build us homes on far planets circling more safely placed suns. Like Nemo we may well find we need not destroy the horrific whale of reality, we may lurk inside it with machineries, plotting our destinies and going our terror-fraught ways toward an hour when we can lie under those stranger suns and bask easy and breathe light and know peace.
We will probably not choose between these writers, but carry both with us into the future. We will have need of one to question blind Matter and the other to cross-examine blind Man. Thus fused, we shall face the future with fortitude and stamina.
But before we move up in seas of space, the time is now to move sidewise and along and down through seas of water. Here then is Verne's 20,000 Leagues Under that Sea, his “American” book, his book “moderne,” his particular sublime and mad captain, and his strange metal fish.
Portholes tight! Periscope down!
Prepare to submerge.
RAY BRADBURY

PART ONE

CHAPTER 1
A SHIFTING REEF
THE YEAR 1866 was marked by a strange event, an unexplainable occurrence which is undoubtedly still fresh in everyone's memory. Those living in coastal towns or in the interior of continents were aroused by all sorts of rumors; but it was seafaring people who were particularly excited. Merchants, shipowners, captains, skippers and masters of Europe and America, naval officers of all countries and the various governments of both continents were deeply concerned over the matter.
Several ships had recently met at sea “an enormous thing,” a long slender object which was sometimes phosphorescent and which was infinitely larger and faster than a whale.
The facts concerning this apparition, entered in various logbooks, agreed closely with one another as to the structure of the object or creature in question, the incredible speed of its movements, the surprising power of its locomotion and the strange life with which it seemed endowed. If it was a member of the whale family, it was larger than any so far classified by scientists. Neither Cuvier, Lacépède, Dumeril nor Quatrefages would have admitted that such a monster could exist—unless they had seen it with their own scientists' eyes.
Taking an average of observations made at different times—and rejecting those timid evaluations which said the object was only two hundred feet long, and also putting aside those exaggerated opinions which said it was a mile wide and three miles long—one could nevertheless conclude that this phenomenal creature was considerably larger than anything at that time recognized by ichthyologists—if it existed at all.
But it did exist—there was no denying this fact any longer—and considering the natural inclination of the human brain toward objects of wonder, one can understand the excitement produced throughout the world by this supernatural apparition. In any case, the idea of putting it into the realm of fiction had to be abandoned.
On July 20, 1866, the steamer Governor Higginson of the Calcutta and Burnach Steam Navigation Company had encountered this moving mass five miles east of the Australian coast. Captain Baker first thought he had sighted an unknown reef; he was even getting ready to plot its exact position when two columns of water spurted out of the inexplicable object and rose with a loud whistling noise to a height of a hundred and fifty feet. So, unless the reef contained a geyser, the Governor Higginson was quite simply in the presence of an unknown aquatic mammal, spurting columns of water mixed with air and vapor out of its blowholes.
A similar thing was observed on July 23 of the same year in Pacific waters, by the Christopher Columbus of the West India and Pacific Steam Navigation Company. This extraordinary creature could therefore move from one place to another with surprising speed, since within a space of only three days, the Governor Higginson and the Christopher Columbus had sighted it at two points on the globe separated by more than 1,500 nautical miles.
Two weeks later and 4,300 miles from this last spot, the Helvetia of the Compagnie Nationale and the Shannon of the Royal Mail Steamship Company, passing on opposite courses in that part of the Atlantic lying between the United States and Europe, signaled one another that they had sighted the monster at 42° 15´ N. Lat. and 60° 35´ W. Long. In this simultaneous observation they felt able to judge the creature's minimum length at more than 350 feet, since it was larger than both ships each of which measured 330 feet over-all. But the largest whales, the Kulammak and Umgullick which live in the waters around the Aleutian Islands, never exceed 180 feet in length, if that much.
These reports arriving one after the other, with fresh observations made on board the liner Le Pereire, a collision between the Etna of the Inman Line and the monster, an official report drawn up by the officers of the French frigate Normandie, and a very reliable sighting made by Commodore Fitz-James' staff on board the Lord Clyde, greatly stirred public opinion. In lighthearted countries, people made jokes about it, but in serious practical-minded countries, such as England, America and Germany, it was a matter of grave concern.
In every big city the monster became the fashion: it was sung about in cafés, derided in newspapers and discussed on the stage. Scandal sheets had a marvelous opportunity to print all kinds of wild stories. Even ordinary newspapers—always short of copy—printed articles about every huge, imaginary monster one could think of, from the white whale, the terrible “Moby Dick” of the far north, to the legendary Norse kraken whose tentacles could entwine a five-hundred-ton ship and drag it to the bottom. Reports of ancient times were mentioned, the opinions of Aristotle and Pliny who admitted to the existence of such monsters, along with those of the Norwegian bishop, Pontoppidan, Paul Heggede and finally Mr. Harrington, whose good faith no one can question when he claims to have seen, while on board the Castillan in 1857, that enormous serpent which until then had been seen in no waters but those of the old Paris newspaper, the Constitutionnel.
It was then that in scientific societies and journals an interminable argument broke out between those who believed in the monster and those who did not. The “question of the monster” had everyone aroused. Newspapermen, who always pretend to be on the side of scientists and against those who live by their imagination, spilled gallons of ink during this memorable campaign; and some even spilled two or three drops of blood, after arguments that had started over sea serpents and ended in the most violent personal insults.
For six months this war was waged with varying fortune. Serious, weighty articles were published by the Brazilian Geographical Institute, the Royal Scientific Academy of Berlin, the British Association and the Smithsonian Institute in Washington; others appeared in the Indian Archipelago, in Abbé Moigno's Cosmos, in Petermann's Mittheilungen and in the science sections of all the important newspapers of France and other countries. The smaller newspapers replied with inexhaustible energy. Their writers, cleverly parodying a saying of Linnaeus which had been quoted by the adversaries of the monster, stated that “nature does not make fools”*1 and called on their contemporaries not to contradict nature by seriously discussing krakens, sea serpents, “Moby Dicks” and other reports of delirious sailors. Finally, in a much-dreaded satirical newspaper, its favorite writer took care of the whole matter by attacking the monster like Hippolytus, dealing it a death blow and finishing it off in the midst of universal laughter. Wit had conquered science.
During the first months of the year 1867 the whole question seemed buried never to be revived, when new facts were brought before the public. It was no longer a question of a scientific problem to be solved, but of a real danger seriously to be avoided. The whole matter took on another aspect. The monster now became a small island, rock or reef, but a reef that was vague, shifting and indeterminate.
On March 5, 1867, the Moravian of the Montreal Ocean Company, sailing at night in 27° 30´ Lat. and 72° 15´ Long., struck on its starboard side a rock indicated on no chart. It had been cruising at thirteen knots, under the combined force of the wind and its 400-horsepower engines. Had it not been for the superior quality of its hull, the Moravian undoubtedly would have been split open by the blow and sunk with the 237 passengers it was bringing back from Canada.
The accident took place at about five in the morning, toward daybreak. The officers on watch rushed to the after part of the ship. They examined the sea carefully and saw nothing but an area of swirling water about a third of a mile away, as if the surface had been violently agitated. Their position was noted, and the Moravian continued on its way, apparently without any serious damage. Had it struck a submerged rock, or the enormous wreck of some sunken ship? There was no way of knowing, but an inspection of its hull in drydock showed that part of the keel had been broken.
Even this, although extremely serious in itself, might perhaps have been forgotten, like so many other occurrences, if three weeks later it had not been re-enacted under similar circumstances. But because of the nationality of the ship involved in this new collision and the reputation of the company to which it belonged, this event caused a tremendous stir.
There is no one who has not heard of the famous English shipowner, Cunard. In 1840 this shrewd businessman started a postal service between Liverpool and Halifax with three wooden side-wheel ships of 1,162 tons each and equipped with engines capable of developing 400 horsepower. Eight years later the company's fleet was increased by four ships of 1,820 tons each and with 650-horsepower engines, and then two years after this, by two other vessels with yet greater tonnage and power. In 1853 the Cunard Line, whose mail-carrying privileges had just been renewed, successively added to its fleet the Arabia, the Persia, the China, the Scotia, the Java and the Russia, all of them very fast and larger than any ships which had ever plied the seas, except for the Great Eastern. Thus in 1867 the company owned twelve ships, eight with side-wheels and four with propellers.
If I give these brief details, it is so that everyone might know the importance of this ship company, known the world over for the intelligent way in which it is run. No transoceanic venture has been more cleverly organized, and none crowned with such success. In twenty-six years Cunard ships have crossed the Atlantic two thousand times, without missing a single voyage, with never a delay and without ever losing a single letter, man or ship. This is why passengers, in spite of strong competition from French liners, still choose the Cunard Line in preference to all others, as would appear from a survey of official documents of the last few years. No one, therefore, will be surprised at the stir caused by an accident involving one of its finest steamers.
On April 13, 1867, the Scotia was sailing at 15° 12´ Long. and 45° 37´ Lat. on a clear sea with a moderate breeze. It was traveling at a speed of 13.43 knots, propelled by its thousand-horsepower engines. Its side-wheels were striking the water in regular rhythm. It was then drawing 22 feet of water, with a displacement of 233,900 cubic feet.
At 4:17 in the afternoon, while the passengers were gathered in the big lounge having their tea, a slight blow was felt against the hull of the Scotia, on the quarter slightly behind the port wheel.
The Scotia had not struck something; it had been struck, and by some object which was more cutting or perforating than blunt. The blow had seemed so slight that nobody on board would have given it a second thought, had not the men working below rushed up onto the bridge and shouted: “We're sinking! We're sinking!”
At first the passengers were very frightened; but Captain Anderson quickly reassured them. For there was no real danger; the Scotia was divided into seven watertight compartments and could therefore face any leak with impunity.
Captain Anderson immediately went down into the hold. He found the fifth compartment flooded, and the speed with which this had happened proved that the leak was considerable. Fortunately this compartment did not contain the boilers, for then the fires would have gone out immediately.
Captain Anderson ordered the engines stopped at once, and one of the sailors dove to find out the extent of the damage. He soon discovered that there was a hole six feet across in the hull of the steamer. But such a hole could not be plugged up, and so the Scotia had to continue its voyage with its side-wheels half submerged. She was then three hundred miles from Cape Clear; and finally, three days behind schedule—a delay which caused great uneasiness in Liverpool—she came alongside the company docks.
After putting her in drydock, engineers inspected the Scotia. They could not believe their eyes. Eight feet below her waterline there was a neat hole in the form of an isosceles triangle. It was so perfectly shaped that it could scarcely have been done better with a precision instrument. The object which had made this hole must have been extremely unusual—and after being driven into the ship with prodigious force, enough to pierce a hull 11/2 inches thick, it must have withdrawn by itself in a manner completely unexplainable.
This new event once again stirred up public opinion. From then on, all unexplained losses at sea were attributed to the monster. This fantastic animal bore the responsibility for all such shipwrecks, which unfortunately are not few in number; for of the three thousand ships reported sunk each year by the Bureau Veritas, the number of steam or sailing ships assumed to be lost with all hands through absence of any news amounts to no less than two hundred!
And it was the “monster” who, rightly or wrongly, was held responsible for their disappearance and for the increasing danger of traveling between various continents, to the point where the public came out with a categoric demand that the seas be rid of this formidable creature, at any price.

CHAPTER 2
THE PROS AND CONS
WHEN THESE events took place, I was on my way back from a scientific expedition to the Badlands of Nebraska in the United States. The French Government had asked me to join this expedition because of my position as assistant professor at the Museum of Natural History in Paris. After spending six months in Nebraska, I finally arrived in New York toward the end of March, laden down with the many precious things I had collected there. I was to leave for France in the beginning of May. In the meanwhile, I was busy classifying my mineralogical, botanical and zoological treasures; it was then that the incident of the Scotia took place.
I was well informed on this much-discussed subject—and in fact, how could I not have been? I had read and reread all the American and European newspapers without getting any nearer to a conclusion. This mystery intrigued me. I was unable to form any opinion about it, and drifted from one extreme to the other. That something had actually taken place, there could be no question; doubting Thomases were invited to touch the Scotia's wound.
During my stay in New York, the question was at its height. The theory that it was a floating island or an elusive reef, upheld by people not competent to judge, had been completely abandoned. For unless this reef contained a motor, how could it move from one place to another with such prodigious speed?
Likewise the theory of the floating wreckage of some huge ship was rejected, also because of its rapidity of movement.
There therefore remained only two possible solutions to the problem, and each one developed its own group of partisans: on the one hand there were those who claimed it must be a monster of colossal strength, and on the other hand there were those who held it to be a “submarine” with extremely powerful engines.
But this second theory, perhaps the most plausible, could not stand up against the inquiries being carried out both in Europe and America. It seemed highly improbable that a private individual could have such a mechanical device at his disposition. How and when could he have built it? And how could he have kept its construction a secret?
Only a government could possess such a weapon of destruction, and in these disastrous times when man's genius is being put to work increasing the power of weapons, some country might have tried to build such a formidable device. After the chassepot rifles, torpedoes; after the torpedoes, underwater battering-rams; and then—the reaction. At least, so I hope.
But the theory that it was some war machine fell through before the statements of various governments. Since it was a matter of public interest, with the safety of transoceanic communications in question, there was no reason to doubt the honesty of their statements. And in addition, how could anyone imagine that the construction of such a submarine could have escaped public notice? To keep a secret under such circumstances is very difficult for an individual, and surely impossible for a country whose every act is constantly watched by powerful rivals.
Therefore, after inquiries made in England, France, Russia, Prussia, Spain, Italy, America and even Turkey, the theory of an underwater Monitor was definitively rejected.
So once again, and in spite of the incessant jokes in lesser newspapers, everyone was talking about the monster, and people were soon inventing creatures more absurd than the wildest dreams of some mad ichthyologist.
During my stay in New York, several people had done me the honor of consulting me on this matter. In France I had published a two-volume work in quarto called The Mysteries of the Ocean Depths. This book had been especially well received by scientists, and had therefore made me a specialist in this rather obscure branch of natural history. People wanted to know my opinion. As long as the facts could still be denied, I confined myself to complete skepticism. But I soon found myself driven into a corner and forced to explain in no uncertain terms. And finally, “the honorable Pierre Aronnax, Professor of the Paris Museum” was called upon by the New York Herald to formulate some sort of opinion.
I complied. I spoke because I could not remain silent. I discussed the problem from every angle, both political and scientific, and I give here an extract of my carefully written article, published in that newspaper on April 30. After examining one by one all the various solutions that had been proposed, I said:
Therefore, since all other theories must be rejected, one is forced to admit the existence of some marine animal of extraordinary power.
We know nothing about the great ocean depths. Soundings have been unable to reach them. What takes place in those remote canyons? What creatures live or can live twelve or fifteen miles below the surface? How are such animals built? We can scarcely even guess.
These questions go hand in hand with the problem under discussion. For either we know all the varieties of creatures which inhabit our planet, or we do not.
If we do not know them all, if nature still holds some secrets for us where life in the sea is concerned, then nothing could be more reasonable than to admit the existence of fish or whales of a kind unknown to us, especially built to inhabit the unfathomable depths of the ocean, and which some event, whim or desire brings to the surface at long intervals of time.
If, on the contrary, we know all species of living things, we must try to find the animal in question among the marine creatures already classified, and in this case I would favor admitting the existence of a giant narwhal.
The ordinary narwhal, or unicorn-fish, is a kind of whale which grows to a length of sixty feet. Multiply this five or ten times, give this fish strength in proportion to its size and you will have the animal under discussion. It would have the proportions observed by the officers of the Shannon, the weapon required to explain the hole in the Scotia and the strength needed to penetrate the hull of a steamer.
For the narwhal is armed with a kind of ivory sword, or halberd as some naturalists put it. It is a tusk as hard as steel. Occasionally these tusks are found embedded in the bodies of other kinds of whales, against which the narwhal always wins. Others have been removed, not without difficulty, from the hulls of ships which they had pierced clean through as easily as a drill pierces a barrel. The museum in the Faculty of Medicine in Paris owns one of these tusks 7 feet 41/2 inches long and 19 inches thick at the base!
Now imagine this weapon ten times larger, and the fish ten times stronger, imagine it traveling at a speed of twenty miles an hour, multiply this speed by its mass and you will have a blow capable of producing the required catastrophe.
Therefore, until I receive fuller information, I shall be of the opinion that it is a unicorn-fish of colossal proportions, armed not with a halberd but with a real battering-ram like a warship, which it could equal in both size and strength.
This might be the explanation of this unexplainable phenomenon, unless it is all an illusion in spite of what has been glimpsed, seen, felt and experienced—which is still possible!
These last words were cowardice on my part; but to a certain degree I wanted to protect my scholarly reputation and not be the laughing stock of America, where people enjoy a hearty laugh. I left myself a way out. But in effect, I admitted to the existence of the “monster.”
My article was hotly discussed and therefore became widely known. The solution it proposed, moreover, gave free rein to people's imaginations. The human mind enjoys grandiose ideas about supernatural creatures. And the sea is the proper medium for such ideas, for only there can giants arise and develop, giants alongside which earthly animals such as elephants or rhinoceros are nothing but dwarfs. The seas support the largest known species of mammals, and they perhaps conceal mollusks of incredible size, or terrifying crustaceans such as lobsters a hundred yards long or crabs weighing two hundred tons! Why not? Long ago in geological times earthbound animals, quadrupeds, quadrumana, reptiles and birds all produced species of gigantic size. The Creator had formed them in a colossal mold which time has reduced little by little. Why could the sea with its unknown depths not have kept some vast specimens of life in another age, since, unlike the earth's shell which is constantly being altered, it is unchanging? Why could it not hide in its bosom the last survivors of titanic species, for whom years are centuries and centuries millennia?
But I am letting myself be carried away by reveries which I must now put aside. Enough of these fantasies which time has changed for me into terrible realities. But back then, people had already made up their minds about this matter, and the public wholeheartedly believed in the existence of some prodigious creature which had nothing in common with fabled sea serpents.
But although some saw it as a purely scientific problem, others, especially the more practical-minded people in America and England, thought it best to clear the ocean of this terrible monster in order to make transatlantic travel safe again. Industrial and commercial newspapers considered the question principally from this point of view. The Shipping and Mercantile Gazette, the Lloyd, the Paquebot, the Revue Maritime et Coloniale and all the periodicals concerned with insurance companies, who threatened to raise their rates, were unanimous on this point.
Once public opinion had made itself felt, the United States was the first country to go into action. An expedition was organized in New York to hunt the narwhal. A very fast frigate, the Abraham Lincoln, got ready to put to sea as soon as possible. The shipyards were thrown open to Commander Farragut, who had his ship fitted out with great speed and efficiency.
But then, as always happens, just when it had been decided to chase the monster, it did not reappear. For two months it was not heard of. No ship sighted it. It seemed as if this unicorn-fish knew about the plots being hatched against it. There had been so much discussion about it, and even over the transatlantic cable! Some jokers pretended that this sly creature had intercepted some telegram and was making use of the information it contained.
The frigate was therefore prepared for a long campaign and equipped with formidable fishing gear, but nobody knew where to send it. And everyone was growing more impatient when, on July 2, it was learned that a steamer of the line that plies between San Francisco and Shanghai had seen the animal three weeks earlier in northern Pacific waters.
This piece of news caused great excitement. Commander Farragut was ordered to set sail within twenty-four hours. The ship was stocked with food and its coal bunkers filled to the brim. Not a single man was missing for the ship's roll call. All that remained to be done was to light its furnaces, heat its boilers and weigh anchor! Another half day's delay would have been unforgivable! But then Commander Farragut asked nothing better than to be under way.
Three hours before the Abraham Lincoln was due to leave its pier in Brooklyn, I received the following letter:
MR. ARONNAX
 Professor of the Paris Museum
 Fifth Avenue Hotel, New York

DEAR SIR:
If you would like to join the expedition of the Abraham Lincoln, the government of the Union would take great pleasure in having you represent France in this enterprise. Commander Farragut has a cabin at your disposal.
Very cordially yours,
J. B. HOBSON,
Secretary of the Navy

CHAPTER 3
AS MONSIEUR WISHES
THREE SECONDS before the arrival of J. B. Hobson's letter, I had no more thought about chasing the unicorn-fish than I had about trying to find the Northwest Passage. Three seconds after reading a letter from the honorable Secretary of the Navy, I realized that my true vocation, my sole aspiration, was to chase this disturbing monster and rid the world of it.
But I had just come back from a long trip; I was tired and longing for rest. I had had only one desire: to return to my country, my friends, my little apartment near the Botanical Gardens and my precious collections! But nothing could keep me back. I forgot everything—weariness, friends and collections; and without a second thought I accepted the American Government's offer.
“Besides,” I thought, “all roads lead back to Europe, and maybe the unicorn-fish will be kind enough to lure me toward the coasts of France! This worthy animal will let himself be caught in European waters—as a personal favor to me—and then I'll bring back no less than a foot and a half of his ivory tusk for the Museum of Natural History.”
But in the meantime we had to look for this narwhal in the north Pacific, which meant going to France by way of the antipodes.
“Conseil!” I cried impatiently.
Conseil was my servant. A devoted young man who followed me on all my trips; a brave Belgian whom I liked and who liked me. He was impassive by nature, of regular habits as a matter of principle, eager out of habit, scarcely ever taken aback by life's surprises, very clever with his hands, fit for any kind of service and the sort of person who, in spite of having a name meaning “Advice,” never gave any even when asked.
As a result of rubbing elbows with the little group of scientists attached to the Botanical Gardens, Conseil had picked up quite a bit of knowledge. In him I had a well-informed specialist in natural-history classification, who could, with an acrobat's ease, rush up and down the ladder of phyla, divisions, classes, subclasses, orders, families, genera, subgenera, species and varieties. But his knowledge ended there. His whole life was classification and he knew nothing else. He was very well read in the theory of classification, but knew little about the practical side, to the point where I don't think he could have told the difference between a sperm whale and an ordinary whale! But in spite of this, he was a fine young man.
For ten years now, Conseil had followed me everywhere science had led me. Never a murmur about the length or weariness of a trip. Never an objection to packing his suitcase for some new country, China or the Congo, no matter how far off it was. He would go anywhere without a question. Moreover his strong constitution defied all illness; he had powerful muscles, but no nerves, or at least he gave no appearance of having any.
He was thirty, and his age was to his master's as fifteen is to twenty. Please excuse me for thus stating that I was forty years old.
But Conseil had one defect. Being of a very formal nature, he only addressed me in the third person—to the point where it was annoying.
“Conseil!” I repeated, as I feverishly began my preparations for leaving.
I felt completely sure of this young man's devotion. I usually never asked him whether or not he would like to accompany me on my travels; but this time it was a question of an expedition that could go on indefinitely, of a dangerous enterprise in pursuit of an animal capable of sinking a frigate as if it were a nutshell! This was food for thought, even for the most impassive man in the world! What would he say?
“Conseil!” I shouted a third time.
Conseil appeared.
“Monsieur was calling?” he said as he entered.
“Yes, my boy. Get our things together, mine and yours. We're leaving in two hours.”
“As Monsieur wishes,” Conseil answered calmly.
“There's not a moment to lose. Pack all my traveling equipment, and as many suits, shirts and socks as you can—and hurry!”
“And Monsieur's collection?”
“We'll take care of that later.”
“What! The archiotherium, hyracotherium, oreodons, cheropotamus and the other specimens Monsieur collected?”
“They'll keep them for us at the hotel.”
“And Monsieur's live babirusa?”
“They'll feed it while we're away. Besides, I'll have our menagerie sent to France after we leave.”
“That means we're not going back to Paris?” Conseil asked.
“Yes . . . don't worry . . .” I answered evasively, “only by a rather roundabout way.”
“Whatever roundabout way Monsieur wishes.”
“Oh, it won't be too long! Just not quite as direct, that's all. We're taking passage on the Abraham Lincoln.”
“Whatever suits Monsieur,” replied Conseil calmly.
“You know, my friend, that it has to do with the monster . . . the famous narwhal. . . . We're going to rid the seas of this animal! The author of a two-volume work in quarto on The Mysteries of the Ocean Depths cannot turn down an invitation to go with Commander Farragut! It is a glorious mission, but . . . also dangerous! No one knows where it will take us! These creatures can be full of strange whims! But we'll go all the same! We have a commander who'll stop at nothing! . . .”
“Wherever Monsieur goes, I'll go too,” answered Conseil.
“But think it over! I want to be completely frank with you. People don't always come back from expeditions such as these!”
“As Monsieur wishes.”
A quarter of an hour later our trunks were ready. Conseil had done everything in the twinkling of an eye, and I could be sure nothing was missing, for he classified shirts and suits just as carefully as he did birds and mammals.
The elevator left us in the big mezzanine lounge. I went down the stairs leading to the lobby. I paid my bill at the huge reception desk which was always crowded with people. I left orders to have my cases of stuffed animals and dried plants sent to Paris. I opened an account large enough to take care of the babirusa, and with Conseil right behind, jumped into a carriage.
This cab, which charged four dollars a trip, went down Broadway to Union Square, followed Fourth Avenue to its junction with the Bowery, then took Katrin Street and stopped at Pier 34. There, the Katrin Ferry took everything, men, horses and carriage, to Brooklyn, that great annex of New York situated on the other side of the East River, and in several minutes we arrived on the wharf alongside which the Abraham Lincoln was belching forth columns of black smoke through its two funnels.
Our baggage was immediately transferred to the deck of the frigate. I rushed aboard and asked for Commander Farragut. One of the sailors led me to the poop where I found myself in the presence of a handsome officer who stretched out his hand to me.
“Mr. Pierre Aronnax?” he said.
“Yes,” I answered. “Commander Farragut?”
“In person. Welcome aboard, Professor. Your cabin is ready.”
I bowed, and leaving the commander to take care of his preparations, I had myself taken to my cabin.
The Abraham Lincoln had been perfectly chosen and fitted out for its new task. It was a very fast frigate with superheating equipment permitting it to build up as much as seven atmospheres of steam pressure. Under these conditions the Abraham Lincoln could attain a speed of 18.3 knots, which although considerable was nevertheless not enough to grapple with the gigantic creature we were after.
The way it was fitted out inside corresponded favorably with its nautical qualities. I was very pleased with my cabin, which had a door leading to the officers' mess.
“We'll be very comfortable here,” I said to Conseil.
“If Monsieur doesn't mind my saying so,” answered Conseil, “as comfortable as a hermit crab in the shell of a whelk.”
I left Conseil to secure our trunks and went back on deck to watch the preparations for departure.
Just then, Commander Farragut was giving orders to cast off the last rope mooring the Abraham Lincoln to its Brooklyn pier. That meant that if I had been a quarter of an hour late, or even less, the frigate would have left without me, and I would have missed out on this extraordinary, strange and improbable expedition, a true account of which might well meet with some skepticism.
But Commander Farragut did not want to lose a single moment setting out for those waters where the animal had been sighted. He called for his engineer.
“Is the pressure up?” he asked.
“Yes, sir,” answered the engineer.
“Go ahead,” cried Commander Farragut.
At this order, transmitted to the engine room by means of a compressed-air device, the mechanics put the starting wheel into motion. The steam whistled through the half-open valves. The long horizontal pistons groaned and pushed the rods and drive-shaft. The blades of the propeller struck the water with increasing speed, and the Abraham Lincoln pushed forward amid an escort of a hundred ferryboats and tenders filled with spectators.
The Brooklyn and Manhattan wharves lining the East River were filled with people. Three hurrahs, rising from five hundred thousand chests, burst out one after the other. Thousands of handkerchiefs waved above the compact mass of the crowd, saluting the Abraham Lincoln till it reached the waters of the Hudson, at the tip of that elongated peninsula which contains the city of New York.
Then the frigate followed the New Jersey shore lined with villas and passed by the forts which saluted it with their largest cannon. The Abraham Lincoln answered by three times lowering and raising the American flag, whose thirty-nine stars shone on the mizzenmast. Then, slowing down in order to pass through the channel marked by buoys, it passed Sandy Hook where thousands of spectators cheered it once again.
The escort of boats and tenders did not leave the frigate until she reached the lightship whose two beacons mark the entrance to New York Harbor.
It was then three o'clock. The pilot got into his dinghy and rowed over to the little schooner waiting for him to leeward. The fires were stoked up and the propeller churned faster in the water; the frigate skirted the long, yellow coast of Long Island, and at eight in the evening, after losing sight of Fire Island to the northwest, it ran at full steam toward the dark waters of the Atlantic.

CHAPTER 4
NED LAND
COMMANDER FARRAGUT was a good sailor, worthy of the frigate he commanded. His vessel and he were one; he was the soul of the ship. As for the whale we were after, he had no doubts about it, and he would not let the men on board even discuss whatever doubts they may have had. He believed in it as some old women believe in the Leviathan—for him it was an act of faith, not logic. The monster existed and he would rid the seas of it—he had sworn he would. He was a kind of knight of Rhodes, a Dieudonné de Gozon going off to meet the dragon laying waste to his island. Either Commander Farragut would kill the narwhal or the narwhal would kill Commander Farragut. There was no middle course.
The officers on board shared their leader's feelings. One had to hear them talk, discuss, argue and calculate the various chances of an encounter, and see them watch the wide expanse of ocean. More than one voluntarily stood watch in the crosstrees, a duty he would have cursed under any other circumstances. As long as the sun was in the sky overhead, the masts were full of sailors so impatient that they could not bear just staying on deck, even though the Abraham Lincoln was not yet furrowing the suspect waters of the Pacific.
As for the crew, they asked nothing better than to meet the unicorn-fish, harpoon it and bring it on board to cut it up. They surveyed the sea tirelessly. Besides, Commander Farragut had mentioned a certain sum of two thousand dollars reserved for whoever, cabin boy or sailor, master or officer, sighted the animal first. I leave the reader to imagine how eyes were strained on board the Abraham Lincoln.
As for me, I did not lag far behind the others, and personally did my share of daily watching. The frigate was like the mythological Argus with its hundred eyes. Only Conseil appeared indifferent to what so interested us; he alone was out of step with the general enthusiasm on board.
As I said before, Commander Farragut had carefully equipped his boat with various devices for hunting this gigantic creature. A whaling ship could not have been better armed. We had every known device, from hand-thrown harpoons to blunderbusses which shot out barbed arrows and swivel guns with exploding shells. On the forecastle stood a special breech-loading cannon, with a thick barrel and narrow bore, just like the one which was to appear in the Exposition of 1867. This precious gun, invented by the Americans, could, without the slightest difficulty, send a conical projectile weighing nine pounds to a distance of ten miles.
The Abraham Lincoln, therefore, lacked no weapons of destruction. But it had something even better. It had Ned Land, the king of harpooners.
Ned Land was a Canadian gifted with extraordinary coordination, and he had no rival in his dangerous profession. He possessed qualities of skill and coolness, courage and cunning, to an extraordinary degree, and it was only the cleverest of whales that could escape the blow of his harpoon.
Ned Land was about forty. He was more than six feet tall and powerfully built, uncommunicative, sometimes violent and very hot-tempered when thwarted. He attracted one's attention, mostly because of his piercing eyes.
I think that Commander Farragut did wisely in taking this man on board. He alone was worth the whole crew, because of his eye and arm. He was like a powerful telescope, and at the same time like a cannon always ready to go off.
To say Canadian is the same as saying French, and as untalkative as Ned Land was, I must admit that he took a certain liking to me. My nationality undoubtedly attracted him. For him it was a chance to converse, and for me an opportunity to hear that old language of Rabelais which is still spoken in some provinces of Canada. The harpooner's family came from Quebec, and in the days when this town belonged to France, they already constituted a large clan of hardy fishermen.
Little by little Ned began to take pleasure in talking, and I enjoyed listening to him tell of his adventures in Arctic waters. He would recount his fishing exploits and combats with a great natural sense of poetry. His recitals took on epic form, and I felt as if I were listening to some Canadian Homer, singing the Iliad of the far north.
Since then, I have gotten to know Ned Land well, and thus I feel I can describe him accurately. We have become old friends, united by that unalterable bond which is born and cemented amid the gravest dangers. Ah, brave Ned! I only ask to live another hundred years so that your memory will remain with me that much longer!
And now, what was his opinion about the sea monster? I am forced to admit that he did not believe in the unicornfish, and that he was the only one on board who did not share the general feeling of conviction. He even avoided talking about it, although I once got him to discuss the creature.
One magnificent evening, on July 30—that is to say three weeks after we had set sail—the frigate was off Cabo Blanco, thirty miles to the leeward of the Patagonian coast. We had crossed the Tropic of Capricorn, and the Straits of Magellan were less than seven hundred miles to the south. Within a week, the Abraham Lincoln would be sailing in Pacific waters.
Ned Land and I were sitting on the poop talking about one thing and another and looking at the mysterious sea whose depths have, till now, remained inaccessible to the eyes of man. In a natural way I brought the conversation around to the giant sea unicorn, and discussed our chances of failing or succeeding. Then, seeing that Ned let me talk on without saying much himself, I pressed him more closely.
“Why is it, Ned,” I asked, “that you're not convinced this creature we're chasing really exists? Do you have some special reasons for being so skeptical?”
Before answering, the harpooner looked at me for several moments, then struck his broad forehead with his hand—as he often did—closed his eyes as if to gather his thoughts and finally said:
“Maybe I have, Monsieur Aronnax.”
“But a man like you, Ned, who's a professional whaler, who knows about large marine mammals, whose imagination could easily accept the idea of huge sea creatures, you should be the last to be skeptical under such circumstances!”
“That's where you're wrong, Professor,” Ned answered. “It's all right for ordinary people to believe in fabulous comets that streak across the sky, or in prehistoric monsters living inside the earth, but to an astronomer or geologist these are nothing but a bunch of fantasies. It's the same with a whaler. I've hunted hundreds of them, harpooned many and killed a lot, but no matter how powerful or well armed they were, neither their tails nor their tusks were strong enough to crack the steel plates of a steamer.”
“But Ned, they tell of ships that have been pierced right through by a narwhal's tusk.”
“Maybe wooden ships,” answered the Canadian, “but I've never seen it. And until I get some proof to the contrary, I won't admit that ordinary whales, sperm whales or unicorn-fish could do such a thing.”
“But listen, Ned . . .”
“No, Professor, no. You can make it anything you want, but not that. A giant octopus maybe . . .”
“Even less likely, Ned. An octopus is a mollusk, a name that indicates the flabby nature of its flesh. Even if there were such a thing as an octopus five hundred feet long, they don't have any bone structure and therefore could never do the slightest damage to ships such as the Scotia or the Abraham Lincoln. So we're forced to admit that stories about krakens or other monsters like that are nothing but pure fables.”
“But you, even though you're a professor of natural history,” continued Ned Land in a sly tone of voice, “you still believe in the possibility of an enormous whale? . . .”
“Yes, Ned, and my conviction is based on logic and facts. I believe it to be a powerfully built mammal, belonging to the subkingdom of the vertebrates, like whales, cachalots and dolphins, and armed with a tusk of great penetrating power.”
“Hm!” said the harpooner, shaking his head with the look of a man who did not want to be convinced.
“But you must remember,” I replied, “that if such an animal exists, if it inhabits the ocean depths and if it lives in those layers of water situated several miles below the surface, then it must be built in some incredibly powerful way.”
“Why?” Ned asked.
“Because incalculable strength is needed to stay at great depths and withstand the pressure there.”
“Really?” said Ned, blinking.
“Yes, and I could give you some figures to prove it easily.”
“Oh, figures!” answered Ned. “You can make figures do whatever you want.”
“Perhaps in business, Ned, but not in mathematics. Now listen. The pressure of one atmosphere is represented by a column of water thirty-two feet high. In actual fact, the column of water would not be that high, because here we're dealing with sea water which has a greater density than fresh water. Well now, Ned, when you dive down into the sea, for every thirty-two feet of water between you and the surface, your body is supporting an additional pressure of one atmosphere, or in other words of 14.7 pounds per square inch of surface. It follows that at 320 feet this pressure is equal to ten atmospheres, a hundred atmospheres at 3,200 feet, and a thousand atmospheres at 32,000 feet or about six miles. This is the same as saying that if you could reach such a depth in the ocean, your body would undergo a pressure of 14,700 pounds per square inch. Now, Ned, do you know how many square inches there are on the surface of your body?”
“I have no idea, Monsieur Aronnax.”
“About two thousand six hundred.”
“That many?”
“And right now those twenty-six hundred square inches of yours are supporting a pressure of 38,220 pounds.”
“Without my noticing it?”
“Without your noticing it. And the reason you're not squashed by such a pressure is that air at exactly the same pressure penetrates inside your body, and thus there's a perfect equilibrium between the inside and outside pressure, which allows you to bear up under it painlessly. But in the water, things are quite different.”
“Yes, I see,” answered Ned who had become more attentive, “because the water surrounds you but doesn't get inside.”
“That's right, Ned. And this means that at 32 feet below the surface you would be under an extra pressure of 38,220 pounds; at 320 feet, ten times that pressure, or 382,200 pounds; at 3,200 feet, a hundred times that pressure, or 3,822,000 pounds; at 32,000 feet, a thousand times that pressure, or 38,220,000 pounds; or in other words you'd be flattened out as if they had pulled you from between the plates of a hydraulic press!”
“Good Lord!” Ned exclaimed.
“Well then, if vertebrates several hundred yards long and with bodies built to scale live at such depths, they must have a surface area equal to millions of square inches, then the pressure they undergo must be measured in the hundreds of billions of pounds. So you can see how strong their bone structure and body would have to be in order to resist such pressure!”
“They must be built,” answered Ned Land, “with steel plates eight inches thick, like armored frigates.”
“That's right, Ned, and then think of what damage could be produced by such an object traveling at high speed and striking the hull of a ship.”
“Yes . . . you're right . . . maybe,” answered the Canadian, bowled over by these figures but still unwilling to give in.
“Well, have I convinced you?”
“You've convinced me of one thing, Professor, and that is that if such animals exist in the ocean depths, they would have to be as strong as you say.”
“But if they don't exist, you stubborn harpooner, how do you explain what happened to the Scotia?”
“Maybe it was . . .” said Ned hesitantly.
“Come, come!”
“Because . . . no, it couldn't be true!” replied the Canadian, echoing Arago's famous expression.
But this answer only proved how obstinate the harpooner was, nothing else. That day I pushed him no further. No one could deny what had happened to the Scotia. The hole in its hull was so real that it had to be stopped up, and I don't think there can be any surer proof of a hole than this. But this hole hadn't just developed all by itself, and since it hadn't been produced by underwater rocks or machinery, it must necessarily be ascribed to the weapon of some animal.
Moreover, to my way of thinking—for all the reasons stated above—this animal belonged to the subkingdom of the vertebrates, the class of mammals, the group of pisciforms, and finally the order of cetaceans. As to what family it belonged in, whale, cachalot or dolphin, as to its genus or species, that was a question to be cleared up later. But in order to solve this problem, one would have to dissect the unknown monster, in order to dissect it one would have to capture it, in order to capture it, harpoon it—which was Ned Land's job—in order to harpoon it, see it—which was the crew's job—and in order to see it, meet up with it—which was a matter of chance.
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