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Foreword to the first edition

This authoritative volume sets forth both informed personal response and academic knowledge in the service of the student of the novels of Joseph Conrad. The views that this Polish novelist held constituted a unique aristocratic and artistic reading of human nature and its aims and philosophy: they have to some degree been heard from other Europeans or Americans in our century but before Conrad hardly at all in England. Cedric Watts, offering an account of his subject’s beliefs and literary output, furnishes the reader at the same time with an introduction to much early twentieth-century thought and culture also.

The earlier sections that constitute Part One, whose rationale is explained on pp. 7–8, should be read as varied modes of access to Conrad’s own writings. They govern the highly effective discussion of his art following in Part Two. Here, after a close commentary upon a number of passages from the novels in order to accustom the reader to the linguistic development and modernist overtones of a writer who came to English out of Polish and through French as his second language, follows a substantial essay on Nostromo. I know no more thorough and yet imaginative discussion of this novel than forms the crown of the whole Preface. How Conrad’s varied experiences prepared him for writing that masterpiece is one of the principal purposes and accomplishments of Dr Watts’s contribution to the series. This he does most helpfully after an extensive and intimate awareness of everything that Conrad left us, through which he speaks most powerfully to us today.

MAURICE HUSSEY

General Editor

Maurice Hussey died suddenly in June 1991. The Publishers and author would like to pay tribute to his wisdom, inspiration and friendship as Editor of Preface Books. He will be sadly missed.
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The only legitimate basis of creative work lies in the courageous recognition of all the irreconcilable antagonisms that make our life so enigmatic, so burdensome, so fascinating, so dangerous – so full of hope.

(Joseph Conrad: letter to the New York Times, 2 August 1901)






Part One The Writer and his Setting




Chronological table	CONRAD’S LIFE	OTHER EVENTS
	1853		Crimean War begins.
	1856	Marriage of Apollo Korzeniowski to Ewelina Bobrowska at Oratów in partitioned Poland.	Crimean War ends. Freud bom.
	1857	Birth of their son, Józef Teodor Konrad Korzeniowski (later to be known as Joseph Conrad).	Flaubert, Madame Bovary. Baudelaire, Fleurs du mal.
	1859	Family moves to Żytomierz.	Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities. Darwin, Origin of Species.
	1860–61		Dickens, Great Expectations.
	1861	Apollo arrested in Warsaw for patriotic conspiracy.	
	1862	Conrad’s parents exiled to Vologda, Russia; he accompanies them.	Turgenev, Fathers and Sons.
	1863	Family moves to Chernikhov.	Polish uprising.
	1865	Death of Conrad’s mother.	Birth of Kipling.
	1866	Stays with uncle at Nowochwastów.	Dostoyevsky, Crime and Punishment.
	1869	Death of Apollo Korzeniowski.	Tolstoy, War and Peace.
	1870	Taught by Adam Pulman in Kraków.	Dickens dies. Lenin bom.
	1871	Also taught by Izydor Kopernicki.	Dostoyevsky, The Demis.
	1872	Resolves to go to sea.	George Eliot, Middlemarch.
	1874	Leaves Poland for Marseille to become a seaman.	Hardy, Far from the Madding Crowd.
	1875	Sails Atlantic in Mont-Blanc.	Thomas Mann bom.
	1876	Serves as steward of Saint-Antoine.	Death of George Sand.
	1877	Possibly involved in smuggling arms.	Tolstoy, Anna Karenina.
	1878	Suicide attempt. Later enters British Merchant Navy.	Afghan War. Congress of Berlin.
	1879	Serves on Duke of Sutherland.	Ibsen, A Doll’s House.
	1880	Sails to Australia in Loch Etive.	Dostoyevsky, Brothers Karamazov.
	1881	Second mate of Palestine.	Death of Dostoyevsky and Carlyle.
	1882	Storm-damaged Palestine repaired.	Birth of James Joyce and Virginia Woolf.
	1883	Shipwrecked when Palestine sinks.	Marx dies. Mussolini bom.
	1885	Sails to Calcutta in Tilkhurst.	Birth of D.H. Lawrence.
	1886	Takes British nationality; qualifies as captain.	Cunninghame Graham becomes MP.
	1887	Sails to Java in Highland Forest.	‘Bloody Sunday’: Graham arrested.
	1888	Master of ship Otago.	Birth of T.S. Eliot.
	1889	Settles in London, writing Almayer’s Folly.	Hitler born.
	1890	Works in Belgian Congo.	Ibsen, Hedda Gabler.
	1891	Officer of Torrens (until 1893)	Hardy, Tess of the d’Urbervilles.
	1894	Almayer’s Folly accepted by Unwin.	Stevenson dies.
	1895	Almayer’s Folly published. Meets Jessie George.	Crane, The Red Badge of Courage.
	1896	An Outcast of the Islands. Marries Jessie George.	William Morris dies; Scott Fitzgerald bom.
	1897	The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’. Corresponds with Cunninghame Graham.	Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee.
	1898	Tales of Unrest. Collaboration with Ford Madox Hueffer. Birth of son (Borys).	War between Spain and United States.
	1899	‘Heart of Darkness’ serialised. Serialisation of Lord Jim begins.	Boer War (until 1902).
	1900	Lord Jim (book). J.B. Pinker becomes Conrad’s agent.	Wilde, Crane and Nietzsche die.
	1901	The Inheritors (co-author Hueffer)	Death of Queen Victoria.
	1902	Youth volume.	Gorky, The Lower Depths.
	1903	Typhoon volume. Romance (co-author Hueffer).	Panama secedes from Colombia. James, The Ambassadors.
	1904	Nostromo (serial and book).	Russo–Japanese War (until 1905)
	1905	One Day More (play) fails.	Wells, Kipps.
	1906	The Mirror of the Sea (with Hueffer). Birth of second son (John).	Ibsen dies. Samuel Beckett born.
	1907	The Secret Agent.	Birth of W.H. Auden.
	1908	A Set of Six (tales).	Bennett, Old Wives’ Tale.
	1909	Quarrels with Hueffer.	Death of Swinburne.
	1910	‘The Secret Sharer’. Conrad has breakdown after completing Under Western Eyes.	Freud becomes internationally famous around this time.
	1911	Under Western Eyes published.	William Golding born.
	1912	A Personal Record. ’Twixt Land and Sea (tales). Chance serialised.	First Balkan War. Sinking of Titanic.
	1913	Meets Bertrand Russell.	Second Balkan War.
	1914–18		First World War.
	1914	Book of Chance has large sales.	
	1915	Within the Tides (tales); Victory.	Lawrence, The Rainbow.
	1916	The Shadow-Line serialised.	Henry James dies.
	1917	The Shadow-Line (book).	Russian Revolution.
	1918	Borys Conrad wounded in war.	Armistice. Polish Republic restored.
	1919	The Arrow of Gold.	Treaty of Versailles.
	1920	The Rescue published, twenty-four years after its commencement.	Poles rout Russian invaders. League of Nations created.
	1921	Notes on Life and Letters.	Irish Free State created.
	1922	The Secret Agent (play) fails.	Eliot, The Waste Land; Joyce, Ulysses.
	1923	Visits United States to acclamation. The Rover.	Yeats wins Nobel Prize.
	1924	Declines knighthood. Dies of heart attack; buried at Canterbury.	Ramsay MacDonald becomes Prime Minister.
	1925	Tales of Hearsay; Suspense.	Eliot, Poems 1909–25.
	1926	Last Essays.	Kafka, The Castle.
	1927	Joseph Conrad: Life & Letters.	Woolf, To the Lighthouse.
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The double man

Since August 1924, Conrad’s body has been dissolving beneath the granite chippings in a public cemetery at Canterbury. ‘As to the soul’, he once remarked, ‘You and I, cher ami, are too honest to talk of what we know nothing about.’ His imagination, however, can be said to be more alive than ever before, as more and more readers have come to enjoy and respect his works; and one of the main reasons for this continuing vitality is that he was a double man.

‘Homo duplex has in my case more than one meaning’, he wrote to a Polish friend. ‘Homo duplex’: the double man. The phrase will serve as a theme for this book. As an approach to Conrad’s complexity, it is helpful to imagine that if any god presides over Conrad’s best work, it is the god. Janus. Janus is the two-headed god: he looks in opposite ways at the same time; he presides over paradox; and he is the patron of janiform texts.

Let us imagine that we could travel back in time to call on Conrad in 1903, when he was writing Nostromo. We would see a middle-aged man of less than average height; square-shouldered, short-necked, almost stocky in build; dark hair neatly brushed back, a dark beard tidily trimmed; high cheek-bones, with penetrating eyes somewhat hooded at the corners by drooping lids. Expecting visitors, he has taken care to dress in formal gentlemanly style: a smart suit, waistcoat, stiffly starched collar and cuffs, a monocle. His manner would be elaborately courteous, yet at the same time reserved and watchful; outwardly composed, yet sensitive, touchy[illegible text] a tactless political or literary reference could draw a cold stare of rage or a snarl of exasperation. He could be capable, too, if we won his trust, of impetuous, passionate agreement, seizing our hands in his to make his point, speaking rapidly in a fluent English with a marked Polish accent (so that ‘these’ and ‘those’ became ‘deeza’ and ‘dohza’), misplacing stresses and substituting French phrases when the English did not come rapidly enough; but happy to reminisce about his many years of voyaging.

Already some meanings of his phrase ‘homo duplex’ would suggest themselves. Conrad was a patriotic Pole who became a British citizen. He was ‘a Polish nobleman cased in British tar’. He was a seaman who laboriously rose to the peak of his career as a captain in the Merchant Navy, yet abandoned that career to try his luck as a creative writer. His manner retained both an aristocratic air of command and the neurotic intensity of a ruthlessly dedicated artist. To his Uncle Tadeusz, he was a mixture of dreamer and practical man; to Cunninghame Graham, his mind seemed ‘a strange compact of the conflicting qualities’; and, to Edward Garnett, he seemed ‘so masculinely keen yet so femininely sensitive’.

A survey of his career from its Polish origins will help us to understanding the duplicity of his nature and the janiformity of his works.



Poland


‘… We had once more to murmur “Vœ Victis” and count the cost in sorrow. Not that we were ever very good at calculating, either, in prosperity or in adversity. That’s a lesson we could never learn, to the great exasperation of our enemies who have bestowed upon us the epithet of Incorrigible …’

The speaker was of Polish nationality, that nationality not so much alive as surviving, which persists in thinking, breathing, speaking, hoping, and suffering in its grave, railed in by a million of bayonets and triple-sealed with the seals of three great empires…ֵ

Patriotism [is] a somewhat discredited sentiment, because the delicacy of our humanitarians regards it as a relic of barbarism.

(Joseph Conrad: ‘Prince Roman’; TH, p. 29)



Poland was and is a strongly patriotic country: its people pride themselves on the nation’s liberal traditions, its cultural riches, and their heroism down the ages in defence of their homeland. To the Western imagination, there is something romantic, tragic and also quixotic about Poland. Romantic, for it is the birthplace of Chopin and of celebrated defiant patriots like Prince Roman Sanguszko, the poet Mickiewicz and the warrior Kosciuszko; quixotic and tragic, because its patriotism has burnt all the more brightly for its oppression by stronger, more powerful neighbours.

In the 1970s, during a visit to Poland, I spoke to a lady who had lived through the Second World War and who spoke of the time when Poland might be a free nation once more. ‘And when will that be?’, I asked. ‘Who knows?’, she replied; ‘We outlived the German barbarians, and we shall outlive the Russian barbarians too.’ A scholar told me the apocryphal story of a noted atheist who had recently been seen, apparently at prayer, in one of the Roman Catholic churches. When a neighbour said, ‘What are you doing here?’, the man replied fiercely: ‘I may be an atheist, but I am also a Pole.’ On another occasion there, a student reminded me in an undertone that for many years after the war, in spite of Conrad’s popularity, certain of his works were unavailable in Polish – notably Under Western Eyes and ‘Autocracy and War’, which had prophesied that the Russian Revolution would be followed by further tyranny. Every so often, as I walked down the main streets of Warsaw, I could see candles glimmering by plaques on the walls; and the plaques commemorated the patriots who had been executed there or who had died fighting at those places during the wartime uprisings.

If Conrad could have revisited Poland then, in the 1970s, he would have found wearisomely familiar the fact that Poland was part of the Russian empire; but he would also have found encouragingly familiar the stubborn spirit of independence and the hunger for individual and national freedom which remained alive among many of its people. His essays ‘The Crime of Partition’ and ‘Autocracy and War’ (both in Notes on Life and Letters) celebrate that spirit and condemn sardonically the nation’s oppressors – a condemnation that subsequent and prior events so fully vindicated. In 1989, thanks in large part to Lech Walesa and the Solidarity movement, that spirit triumphed; and Poland became not only the first Eastern European nation to break free from Marxist imperialism but also the catalyst in a process which enabled democratic liberty to burgeon in numerous formerly subjugated states.

In the late eighteenth century, Poland was one of the more liberal of the European nations, having an elective monarchy and a loosely-federal administration. But in 1772, at the instigation of Frederick the Great, one-third of Poland was seized and divided by Prussia, Austria and Russia. A second ‘Partition’ followed in 1793; Russia seized more land. Then Tadeusz Kosciuszko, who had once fought for the American Army in the War of Independence, organised an insurrection: under his leadership the Poles rose against the Russians and defeated them at Racławice; but eventually the insurrection was crushed and Kościuszko captured. In the Third Partition (1795), the whole of the country was engulfed by the three autocracies: Poland vanished from the map of Europe, though its patriots kept up resistance and led revolts in 1830 and 1863. After German defeat in the First World War, and in the wake of the Russian Revolution, an independent Poland was re-established in 1918.

The Polish Republic, however, was short-lived. In 1919 Conrad had astutely prophesied of Germany and Russia: ‘The old partners in “the Crime” [of Partition] are not likely to forgive their victim its inconvenient and almost shocking obstinacy in keeping alive’ (NLL, p. 121). Twenty years later, following the signing of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, whereby the USSR conspired with Hitler’s Germany, the Germans carried out their Blitzkrieg against Poland with tanks, stukas and paratroops, The ill-equipped Polish troops fought bravely but in vain: poignant spotty newsreels of the time show Polish cavalry charging – and being mown down by – the invaders’ tanks; and, while the Germans thus engulfed most of Poland from the west, the Russian army, in compliance with the pact with Hitler, seized territory in the east. Many of the Poles, exiled but undefeated, made their way to England, where, in the RAF, the Navy and the Army, they continued their struggle, fighting and dying at Tobruk, Monte Cassino, Arnhem and elsewhere. In conquered Warsaw there were heroic but doomed revolts: the Ghetto uprising, by the Jews against their exterminators in 1943, and the general uprising of 1944, when for two months, contesting every street, every block of houses, the men and women of the Polish resistance withstood the might of German tanks, dive-bombers and heavy artillery. By the end of that second uprising, during which the Russian Army had cynically halted on the outskirts of Warsaw, much of the city was in ruins, its palaces and churches reduced to rubble. Hitler ordered its total destruction, and with dynamite and fire the troops systematically obliterated street after street. Again, a Conradian prophecy was fulfilled, for in 1905 the author had declared:


Germany …ֵ is a powerful and voracious organisation, full of unscrupulous self-confidence …ֵ The era of wars so eloquently denounced by the old Republicans as the peculiar blood guilt of dynastic ambitions is by no means over yet. They will be fought out differently, with lesser frequency, with an increased bitterness and the savage tooth-and-claw obstinacy of a struggle for existence …ֵ

Civilization has done its little best by our sensibilities for whose growth it is responsible. It has managed to remove the sights and sounds of battlefields away from our doorsteps. But it cannot be expected to achieve the feat always and under every variety of circumstance. Some day it must fail, and we shall have then a wealth of appallingly unpleasant sensations brought home to us with painful intimacy.
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Left: Among writers of fiction, Conrad was the most incisive commentator on imperialism. This map suggests one of the reasons for his preoccupation. As an act of mere conquest the best excuse for the partition lay simply in the fact that it happened to be possible; there was the plunder and there was the opportunity to get hold of it.’ (NLL, p.115.)


…ֵ Germany’s attitude proves that no peace for the earth can be found in the expansion of material interests …ֵ

(NLL, pp. 104–5, 110, 113)



On the defeat of Germany, Poland became part of the empire of the USSR, controlled by a Communist government subservient to Moscow and unfettered by such inconveniences as democratic elections. Nevertheless, massive reconstruction took place: with the aid of old prints, maps and photographs, Warsaw was slowly rebuilt. Even the Old City, with its alleys and market-square and steeply-roofed houses, was restored as an exact visual replica of the ancient centre the Nazis had destroyed; even the Royal Palace was reconstructed stone by stone – a monument to political inconsistency and Polish indomitability.

A man who had fought with the resistance told me that during the war, Conrad’s novel Lord Jim was regarded almost as a Bible, a moral support, by some of the Polish combatants. J.J. Szczepański, too, recalled: ‘For us …ֵ Conrad was topical as never before. His books turned into collections of practical maxims for men fighting alone and in darkness.’ For many Poles, as for some Conradian heroes, the choice lay between a doomed struggle which entailed moral victory, or acquiescence which entailed moral failure. After the war, Conrad was officially disapproved by the régime: Jan Kott and other Marxist critics attacked his work for being negative, reactionary, defeatist. Kott declared:


Conradian fidelity to oneself is the fidelity of slaves, for a slave is he who obeys the lord whom he despises, and cares only about his inner rectitude.



In the 1970s, however, with the official translation into Polish of his collected works, the régime seemed to have bestowed its blessing; but there were tell-tale omissions. These omissions were ‘The Crime of Partition’, ‘Autocracy and War’, ‘A Note on the Polish Problem’, the ‘Author’s Note’ to Under Western Eyes, part of the ‘Author’s Note’ to Notes on Life and Letters, and ‘The Censor of Plays’. Among those writings, Conrad claims that post-revolutionary Russia will be as tyrannical as Tsarist Russia and that censorship is a contemptible weapon of tyranny. By censoring his claims, the Marxist authorities neatly verified them. As the Polish people regained their liberty, Conrad’s works at last became fully available again. And throughout the nation’s long struggles for freedom, Conrad’s father, Apollo Korzeniowski, had remained alive in memory as a patriot.

Apollo Korzeniowski was a member of the land-owning gentry. He had little aptitude for practical, business matters, though he worked for a time as an estate manager; his real interests were literature and Polish politics. He wrote comedies and mystically patriotic poems, and translated works by Shakespeare, Dickens, Victor Hugo and Alfred de Vigny. In 1856 he married Ewelina (or Ewa, pronounced Āva) Bobrowska, a young woman of another prosperous land-owning family; and their only child, Józef Teodor Konrad Nałęcz Korzeniowski, was born in December of the following year. To commemorate his son’s baptism, Apollo composed a poem which is dated ‘in the 85th year of Russian tyranny’ and which ends thus:


My child, my son – tell yourself that you are without land, without love, without homeland, without humanity – so lang as Poland, our Mother, is enslaved.



There is no doubt that the Christian name ‘Konrad’ (by which the boy’s father referred to him, and which, anglicised, was to serve as the novelist’s pseudonym) was chosen for its patriotic literary associations. In Adam Mickiewicz’s drama Dziady (Forefathers’ Eve, 1832), the hero changes his name, formerly Gustavus, when he awakens to a mystical sense of his power to free Poland from Muscovite tyranny: he declares in Latin, ‘Gustavus obiit …ֵ Hie natus est Conradus’ – ‘Gustavus is dead …ֵ Here Conrad is born.’ Furthermore, in Mickiewicz’s poem of historic legend, Konrad Wallenrod (1828), the eponymous hero, though leader of the Teutonic crusaders, proves to be a Lithuanian who had cunningly gained that leadership in order to direct the German army into an utterly disastrous campaign against Lithuania. The poem thus expresses an idea which would later so frequently permeate Conrad’s fiction: the seeming paradox that loyalty may entail treachery. Here loyalty to one’s homeland is seen by Wallenrod as justifying treachery to one’s trusting followers; the patriotic end justifies the ruthlessly duplicitous means.

In Warsaw, Apollo became one of the leaders of the ‘Reds’, the more extreme of the two main patriotic parties: it advocated the liberation of the serfs as well as national independence. On his initiative was formed the underground committee which was eventually to launch the bloodily suppressed insurrection of 1863. But in 1861 Apollo was arrested and imprisoned; both he and Ewa were sentenced to exile for their subversive activities, and the four-year-old Conrad accompanied them on the bitter journey to the dreary Russian province of Vologda. This period of exile sapped Ewa’s health: after her return, ailing with advanced tuberculosis she died in 1865 at the age of thirty-two.

Understandably, Apollo became a brooding, melancholy figure, possessed by a rather morbid religiosity. He wrote:


I have kept my eyes fixed on the Gross and by that means fortified my fainting soul and reeling brain. The sacred days of agony have passed, and I resume my ordinary life, a little more broken but with breath still in me, still alive. But the little orphan is always at my side, and I never forget my anxiety for him …ֵ He grows up as though in a monastic cell. For the memento mori we have the grave of our dear one.

(LL, I, p. 16)



Even before then, at the age of five, that ‘little orphan’ had acquired a proudly self-conscious sense of social and political destiny, to judge from Conrad’s earliest extant piece of writing, an inscription on the back of a photograph:


To my beloved Grandma who helped me send cakes to my poor-Daddy in prison – grandson, Pole, Catholic, nobleman – 6 July 1863 – Konrad.

(Najder, p. 8)



After Ewa’s death, Apollo attempted to undertake Conrad’s education himself, teaching him some French, for example; and Conrad came to know his father’s work as a translator into Polish of Hugo’s Les Travailleurs de la mer and of Shakespeare’s Two Gentlemen of Verona. But eventually the dispirited father, stricken with tuberculosis as Ewa had been, was prostrate, confined to a sick-room, attended by nuns. Many years later, Conrad recalled the atmosphere:


The air around me was all piety, resignation, and silence.

I don’t know what would have become of me if I had not been a reading boy. My prep finished I would have had nothing to do but sit and watch the awful stillness of the sick room flow out through the closed door and coldly enfold my scared heart. I suppose that in a futile childish way I would have gone crazy. But I was a reading boy.

(NLL, p. 168)



On 26 May 1869 Apollo died, and Conrad became thus an eleven-year-old orphan. He followed his father’s coffin in the funeral procession through the streets of Krakow – a procession that was also a huge nationalist demonstration.


What I saw with my own eyes was the public funeral, the cleared streets, the hushed crowds; but I understood perfectly well that this was a manifestation of the national spirit seizing a worthy occasion. That bareheaded mass of work people, youths of the University, women at the windows, school-boys on the pavement, could have known nothing positive about him except the fame of Ms fidelity to the one guiding emotion in their hearts.

(PR, p. viii)



Already, then, by the age of eleven, Conrad knew bitterly well many of the themes which were later to be so prominent in his writings. The themes of loneliness; of tragic death; of Polish nationalism; of self-sacrifice for a noble cause; of beleaguered solidarity. And he could also have sensed some paradoxes, too: that loyalty may entail subversion or betrayal; that there may be conflicts between the claims of honour, the claims of the law and the claims of affection; and that works of literature may awaken us to reality, yet also offer us an escape and refuge from it. He knew the power of words over flesh and blood: their power to heal or kill.

Conrad’s uncle, Tadeusz Bobrowski, became his guardian. Bobrows ki was wealthy, astute, and unfailingly conscientious in his guardianship, which virtually extended until his death a quarter of a century later. In letter upon letter, even long after Conrad had left Poland, he gave detailed advice and exhortations, always trying to steer Conrad towards the path of diligent work and practical attainment, and away from introspection, inconsistency and speculative schemes. Initially, he provided Conrad with a tutor and enrolled the boy in a Kraków school. Gradually the young Conrad became stubbornly determined to go to sea; and in 1872 the pupil and the tutor, Adam Pulman, journeyed on a long tour of Switzerland, during which Pulman was charged with the task of dissuading Conrad from his ambition to become a sailor. The climax of the argument, as Conrad recalled it many years later, was strangely oblique:


We sat down by the side of the road to continue the argument begun half a mile or so before. I am certain it was an argument because I remember perfectly how my tutor argued and how without the power of reply I listened with my eyes fixed obstinately on the ground. A stir on the road made me look up – and then I saw my unforgettable Englishman …ֵ He marched rapidly towards the east (attended by a hang-dog Swiss guide) with the mien of an ardent and fearless traveller …ֵ His calves exposed to the public gaze and to the tonic air of high altitudes, dazzled the beholder by the splendour of their marble-like condition and their rich tones of young ivory. He was the leader of a small caravan. The light of a headlong, exalted satisfaction with the world of men and the scenery of mountains illumined his clean-cut, very red face, his short, silver-white whiskers, his innocently eager and triumphant eyes. In passing he cast a glance of kindly curiosity and a friendly gleam of big, shiny teeth towards the man and the boy sitting like dusty tramps by the roadside, with a modest knapsack lying at their feet. His white calves twinkled sturdily, the uncouth Swiss guide with a surly mouth stalked like an unwilling bear at his elbow; a small train of three mules followed in single file the lead of this inspiring enthusiast …ֵ

The enthusiastic old Englishman had passed – and the argument went on. What reward could I expect from such a life at the end of my years, either in ambition, honour or conscience? An unanswerable question. But I felt no longer crushed. Then our eyes met and a genuine emotion was visible in his as well as in mine. The end came all at once. He picked up the knapsack suddenly and got on to his feet.

‘You are an incorrigible, hopeless Don Quixote. That’s what you are.’

(PR, pp. 40–1, 43–4)



In this passage from A Personal Record (1912), Conrad is recalling events of long ago; his memory, like anyone else’s, is fallible; and, like any imaginative writer, he is imparting to his recollections a dramatic heightening and an increase in thematic order. It is admirably vivid writing, with a gently ironic humour and an eye for the quietly absurd or mildly ridiculous, and with a characteristic deviousness in the narrative sequence. The argument over Conrad’s apparently quixotic determination to go to sea is clinched not so much by logic as by the incursion of an English reincarnation of Don Quixote – almost as though a tutelary deity in disguise had crossed the scene. And indeed there was something quixotically arbitrary or irrational about Conrad’s choice of career. His country lacked a navy; there were no naval connections in his family; and, in those days of sailing ships, when vessels were commonly lost at sea in storms and gales, to choose a career which promised hard knocks and mortal risks could well seem foolhardy. There is nothing uncommon, however, about a youthful desire to travel the world and see exotic places; and Conrad had probably been influenced by his youthful reading, which included the maritime adventure tales by Captain Marry at and Fenimore Cooper, as well as travel books such as McClintock’s Voyage of the ‘ Fox’. Poland could have seemed psychologically oppressive after his bitter childhood experiences. Furthermore, as he was legally a Russian citizen and the son of a political convict, Conrad was liable to conscription in the Russian Army for up to twenty-five years. There is no certain explanation of his ambition; and, as he himself remarked, ‘The part of the inexplicable should be allowed for in appraising the conduct of men in a world where no explanation is final’(PR, p. 35). Whatever the reason, in October 1874 his uncle and his weeping grandmother saw the sixteen-year-old Conrad board the train, alone, for Marseille: the start of a journey to the Mediterranean, and thence to the oceans of the world; to England, and, after many years, to a plot of earth at Canterbury.



[image: ]
Conrad as a young man, around the time of his departure for Marseille.



Marseille

After the sombre, death-haunted years in Poland came the utter contrast of southern France with its long hot summers and the crowded colourful streets. Conrad’s four years in Marseille were probably the most varied and adventurous of his whole career, though death hovered even in this lively Arcadia. Marseille in the 1870s was both a bustling, thriving port and a cosmopolitan city, with its theatres, operas and salons, its fashionable or bohemian restaurants, its brothels and waterfront taverns. Conrad received a generous financial allowance from his uncle, but he repeatedly overspent it wildly on a very full social life. It was here, almost certainly, that he came to know the plays of Scribe and Sardou, the operas of Meyerbeer and Offenbach; his later writings indicate that he had an intense love-affair, and at his age it would be surprising if he had not; and he evidently made friends easily, being popular with aristocrats and artists, sea-captains and pilots.


The very first whole clay I ever spent on salt water was by invitation, in a big half-decked pilot-boat, cruising under close reefs on the lookout, in misty, blowing weather, for the sails of ships and the smoke of steamers rising out there, beyond the slim and tall Planier lighthouse cutting the line of the windswept horizon with a white perpendicular stroke. They were hospitable souls, these sturdy Provencal seamen …ֵ Their sea-tanned faces, whiskered or shaved, lean or full, with the intent wrinkled sea-eyes of the pilot-breed, and here and there a thin gold loop at the lobe of a hairy ear, bent over my sea-infancy …ֵ And I have been invited to sit in more than one tall, dark house of the old town at their hospitable board, had the bouillabaisse ladled out into a thick plate by their high-voiced, broad-browed wives, talked to their daughters – thick-set girls, with pure profiles, glorious masses of black hair arranged with complicated art, dark eyes, and dazzlingly white teeth.

(PR, pp. 123–4)



Conrad’s love of the sea stood him in good stead with these pilots, and in course of time he was in demand as a pilot himself; and his aristocratic ‘drawing-room manner’ gave him entry to the salons of the wealthy and fashionable – of Monsieur Delestang, for example, ‘a frozen, mummified Royalist’, and Delestang’s imperious wife, who reminded Conrad of Dickens’ Lady Dedlock. Bohemian companions included Frétigny the sculptor, who later appeared as Prax in The Arrow of Gold, and Clovis Hugues, a left-wing journalist and poet who had shot and killed an opponent in a duel. Many of the experiences of these years were to find their way – sometimes deceptively transformed – into the pages not only of the late novel, The Arrow of Gold, but also of the autobiographical The Mirror of the Sea and A Personal Record, while sunny Provence and the Mediterranean provided the location for The Rover.

It is certain that during this period Conrad made his first oceanic voyages on sailing-ships: at first as a passenger, then as an apprentice or ‘boy’, then as a steward. He voyaged to the West Indies in the Mont-Blanc (‘She leaked fully, generously, over-flowingly, ail over – like a basket’, he remarked later) and subsequently in the Saint-Antoine. During the Saint-Antoine period he had his sole glimpse of South America, probably going ashore briefly in Venezuela; and it is quite possible that, as he later hinted, he was engaged in smuggling arms, perhaps to insurgents in Colombia. The first mate was Dominic (or Dominique) Cervoni, bold, broad-chested and vain: ‘His thick black moustaches, curled every morning with hot tongs by the barber at the corner of the quay, seemed to hide a perpetual smile’: a character later to be reincarnated as the fictional Nostromo and as the Dominic of The Arrow of Gold. In The Mirror of the Sea, Conrad says that he had joined Dominic Cervoni in a syndicate which smuggled arms from Marseille along the coast to Spanish Carlists, the Royalists who supported the Pretender, Don Carlos. According to Conrad, the syndicate was betrayed to the authorities by Dominic’s nephew, César; their vessel, the Tremolino, was pursued by coastguards; the crew wrecked her to elude the pursuers, and during the crisis Dominic hurled his nephew (who happened to be weighted with stolen gold) to death in the sea. As common sense rightly warns us, this last past of the yarn is pure invention: César lived on to a ripe old age and was not, it appears, related to Dominic; but there is ample evidence that Conrad was indeed involved in a smuggling venture that ended disastrously during a ran of bad luck which, we now know, culminated in his attempt at suicide.

His long-suffering Uncle Tadeusz wrote to a Polish friend:


I was absolutely certain that he was already somewhere in the Antipodes, when suddenly, amidst all the business at the Kiev Fair in 1878, I received a telegram: ‘Conrad blessé envoyez argent – arrivez.’ [‘Conrad wounded send money – come.’]

(Najder, p. 176)



Conrad’s troubles had begun when he had found that as an alien he was barred by law from French ships; nor did he have a consular permit for service at the port.


While still in possession of the 3,000 fr[ancs] sent to him for the voyage, he met his former Captain, Mr Duteil, who persuaded him to participate in some enterprise on the coasts of Spain – some kind of contraband! He invested 1,000 fr. in it and made over 400 which pleased them greatly so that on the second occasion he put in all he had – and lost the lot.



Heavily in debt, he borrowed a further 800 francs from a friend, went to Villefranche to try to join an American squadron, but failed; and finally in desperation gambled the money away at Monte Carlo.


Having managed his affairs so excellently he returns to Marseilles and one fine evening invites his friend the creditor to tea, and before his arrival attempts to take his life with a revolver. (Let this detail remain between us, as I have been telling everyone that he was wounded in a duel…ֵ) The bullet goes durch und durch [straight through] near his heart without damaging any vital organ.



Bohrowski paid the debts, ‘influenced by considerations of our national honour’ as well as by familial loyalty, while Conrad recovered from the deep wound in the chest.


My study of the Individual has convinced me that he is not a bad boy, only one who is extremely sensitive, conceited, reserved, and in addition excitable. In short I found in him all the defects of the Nałęcz family. He is able arid eloquent …ֵ very popular with his captains and also with the sailors …ֵ In his ideas and discussions he is ardent and original …ֵ and is an imperialist. De gustibus non est disputandum [it is pointless to argue about tastes] …ֵ

(Najder, pp. 176–8)



Finally, Bobrowski agreed that Conrad should join the British Merchant Navy (‘where there are no such formalities as in France’); so that, four years after leaving Poland, the young voyager arrived at Lowestoft on the coal freighter Mavis.



England and the Merchant Navy

In his letters to his nephew, Uncle Tacieusz repeatedly offered warnings that Conrad was a double man, an inheritor of a janiform personality. On the father’s side, Tadeusz claimed, he had inherited an unstable temperament, changeable, imaginative, impatient, impractical; while, on the mother’s side, he had inherited powers of patient diligence and steady application. Conrad’s career as a seaman would illustrate this dual-nature. He never stayed on any vessel for long, sometimes because of quarrels with his captains, sometimes for no evident reason (and to the disappointment of the owners); yet, on the other hand, his zealous endeavours took him to the pinnacle of a naval career by the age of thirty.

His beginnings in England could not have been more humble. He obtained a berth in a small coaster, the barquentine Skimmer of the Sea (also known as Skimmer of the Seas), which, belying her romantic name, carried coal from Newcastle to Lowestoft; and Conrad’s wage was recorded as one shilling per month, when even the ship’s boy-received twenty-five shillings. Two and a half years after Conrad left her, she foundered at sea, drowning some of his former shipmates; and in one of his letters he was to look back nostalgically:


‘Skimmer of the Seas’ what a pretty name! But she is gone and took a whole lot of good fellows away with her into the other world! Comme c’est vieux tout ça! [How long ago it all seems!] In that craft I began to learn English from East Coast chaps each built as though to last for ever, and coloured like a Christmas card. Tan and pink – gold hair and blue eyes with that Northern straight-away-there look! Twenty two years ago!

(LCG, pp. 74–5)



After Skimmer, he soon found a berth as an ordinary seaman in the wool clipper Duke of Sutherland, which plied between London and Sydney; and, during the subsequent sixteen years, with numerous voyages on ships ranging from elegant three-masters to rusty tramp-steamers, he rose in rank – third mate, second mate, skipper.
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