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THIRTY STRANGE STORIES 

1 

THE STRANGE ORCHID 

The buying of orchids always has in it a certain speculative flavour. You have before 
you the brown shrivelled lump of tissue, and for the rest you must trust your judgment, 
or the auctioneer, or your good-luck, as your taste may incline. The plant may be 
moribund or dead, or it may be just a respectable purchase, fair value for your money, 
or perhaps—for the thing has happened again and again—there slowly unfolds before 
the delighted eyes of the happy purchaser, day after day, some new variety, some 
novel richness, a strange twist of the labellum, or some subtler colouration or 
unexpected mimicry. Pride, beauty, and profit blossom together on one delicate green 
spike, and, it may be, even immortality. For the new miracle of Nature may stand in 
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need of a new specific name, and what so convenient as that of its discoverer? 
“Johnsmithia”! There have been worse names. 

2It was perhaps the hope of some such happy discovery that made Winter-
Wedderburn such a frequent attendant at these sales—that hope, and also, maybe, 
the fact that he had nothing else of the slightest interest to do in the world. He was a 
shy, lonely, rather ineffectual man, provided with just enough income to keep off the 
spur of necessity, and not enough nervous energy to make him seek any exacting 
employments. He might have collected stamps or coins, or translated Horace, or 
bound books, or invented new species of diatoms. But, as it happened, he grew 
orchids, and had one ambitious little hothouse. 

“I have a fancy,” he said over his coffee, “that something is going to happen to me to-
day.” He spoke—as he moved and thought—slowly. 

“Oh, don’t say that!” said his housekeeper—who was also his remote cousin. For 
“something happening” was a euphemism that meant only one thing to her. 

“You misunderstand me. I mean nothing unpleasant—though what I do mean I 
scarcely know. 

“To-day,” he continued after a pause, “Peters are going to sell a batch of plants from 
the Andamans and the Indies. I shall go up and see what they have. It may be I shall 
buy something good, unawares. That may be it.” 

He passed his cup for his second cupful of coffee. 

3“Are these the things collected by that poor young fellow you told me of the other 
day?” asked his cousin as she filled his cup. 

“Yes,” he said, and became meditative over a piece of toast. 

“Nothing ever does happen to me,” he remarked presently, beginning to think aloud. “I 
wonder why? Things enough happen to other people. There is Harvey. Only the other 
week, on Monday he picked up sixpence, on Wednesday his chicks all had the 
staggers, on Friday his cousin came home from Australia, and on Saturday he broke 
his ankle. What a whirl of excitement!—compared to me.” 

“I think I would rather be without so much excitement,” said his housekeeper. “It can’t 
be good for you.” 

“I suppose it’s troublesome. Still—you see, nothing ever happens to me. When I was a 
little boy I never had accidents. I never fell in love as I grew up. Never married—I 
wonder how it feels to have something happen to you, something really remarkable. 



“That orchid-collector was only thirty-six—twenty years younger than myself—when 
he died. And he had been married twice and divorced once; he had had malarial fever 
four times, and once he broke his thigh. He killed a Malay once, and once he was 
wounded by a poisoned dart. And in the end he was killed by 4jungle-leeches. It must 
have all been very troublesome, but then it must have been very interesting, you 
know—except, perhaps, the leeches.” 

“I am sure it was not good for him,” said the lady, with conviction. 

“Perhaps not.” And then Wedderburn looked at his watch. “Twenty-three minutes past 
eight. I am going up by the quarter to twelve train, so that there is plenty of time. I think 
I shall wear my alpaca jacket—it is quite warm enough—and my grey felt hat and 
brown shoes. I suppose—” 

He glanced out of the window at the serene sky and sunlit garden, and then nervously 
at his cousin’s face. 

“I think you had better take an umbrella if you are going to London,” she said in a voice 
that admitted of no denial. “There’s all between here and the station coming back.” 

When he returned he was in a state of mild excitement. He had made a purchase. It 
was rare that he could make up his mind quickly enough to buy, but this time he had 
done so. 

“There are Vandas,” he said, “and a Dendrobe and some Palæonophis.” He surveyed 
his purchases lovingly as he consumed his soup. They were laid out on the spotless 
table-cloth before him, and he was telling his cousin all about them as he slowly 
meandered through his dinner. It was his custom to live all his visits to London 
over 5again in the evening for her and his own entertainment. 

“I knew something would happen to-day. And I have bought all these. Some of them—
some of them—I feel sure, do you know, that some of them will be remarkable. I don’t 
know how it is, but I feel just as sure as if some one had told me that some of these 
will turn out remarkable. 

“That one”—he pointed to a shrivelled rhizome—“was not identified. It may be a 
Palæonophis—or it may not. It may be a new species, or even a new genus. And it was 
the last that poor Batten ever collected.” 

“I don’t like the look of it,” said his housekeeper. “It’s such an ugly shape.” 

“To me it scarcely seems to have a shape.” 

“I don’t like those things that stick out,” said his housekeeper. 



“It shall be put away in a pot to-morrow.” 

“It looks,” said the housekeeper, “like a spider shamming dead.” 

Wedderburn smiled and surveyed the root with his head on one side. “It is certainly 
not a pretty lump of stuff. But you can never judge of these things from their dry 
appearance. It may turn out to be a very beautiful orchid indeed. How busy I shall be 
to-morrow! I must see to-night just exactly what to do with these things, and to-
morrow I shall set to work. 

“They found poor Batten lying dead, or dying, 6in a mangrove swamp—I forget which,” 
he began again presently, “with one of these very orchids crushed up under his body. 
He had been unwell for some days with some kind of native fever, and I suppose he 
fainted. These mangrove swamps are very unwholesome. Every drop of blood, they 
say, was taken out of him by the jungle-leeches. It may be that very plant that cost him 
his life to obtain.” 

“I think none the better of it for that.” 

“Men must work though women may weep,” said Wedderburn, with profound gravity. 

“Fancy dying away from every comfort in a nasty swamp! Fancy being ill of fever with 
nothing to take but chlorodyne and quinine—if men were left to themselves they 
would live on chlorodyne and quinine—and no one round you but horrible natives! 
They say the Andaman islanders are most disgusting wretches—and, anyhow, they 
can scarcely make good nurses, not having the necessary training. And just for people 
in England to have orchids!” 

“I don’t suppose it was comfortable, but some men seem to enjoy that kind of thing,” 
said Wedderburn. “Anyhow, the natives of his party were sufficiently civilised to take 
care of all his collection until his colleague, who was an ornithologist, came back 
again from the interior; though they could not tell the species of the orchid, and had 
let it wither. And it makes these things more interesting.” 

7“It makes them disgusting. I should be afraid of some of the malaria clinging to them. 
And just think, there has been a dead body lying across that ugly thing! I never thought 
of that before. There! I declare I cannot eat another mouthful of dinner.” 

“I will take them off the table if you like, and put them in the window-seat. I can see 
them just as well there.” 

The next few days he was indeed singularly busy in his steamy little hothouse, fussing 
about with charcoal, lumps of teak, moss, and all the other mysteries of the orchid 



cultivator. He considered he was having a wonderfully eventful time. In the evening he 
would talk about these new orchids to his friends, and over and over again he reverted 
to his expectation of something strange. 

Several of the Vandas and the Dendrobium died under his care, but presently the 
strange orchid began to show signs of life. He was delighted, and took his 
housekeeper right away from jam-making to see it at once, directly he made the 
discovery. 

“That is a bud,” he said, “and presently there will be a lot of leaves there, and those 
little things coming out here are aërial rootlets.” 

“They look to me like little white fingers poking out of the brown. I don’t like them,” 
said his housekeeper. 

“Why not?” 

8“I don’t know. They look like fingers trying to get at you. I can’t help my likes and 
dislikes.” 

“I don’t know for certain, but I don’t think there are any orchids I know that have aërial 
rootlets quite like that. It may be my fancy, of course. You see they are a little flattened 
at the ends.” 

“I don’t like ’em,” said his housekeeper, suddenly shivering and turning away. “I know 
it’s very silly of me—and I’m very sorry, particularly as you like the thing so much. But I 
can’t help thinking of that corpse.” 

“But it may not be that particular plant. That was merely a guess of mine.” 

His housekeeper shrugged her shoulders. 

“Anyhow I don’t like it,” she said. 

Wedderburn felt a little hurt at her dislike to the plant. But that did not prevent his 
talking to her about orchids generally, and this orchid in particular, whenever he felt 
inclined. 

“There are such queer things about orchids,” he said one day; “such possibilities of 
surprises. You know, Darwin studied their fertilisation, and showed that the whole 
structure of an ordinary orchid-flower was contrived in order that moths might carry 
the pollen from plant to plant. Well, it seems that there are lots of orchids known the 
flower of which cannot possibly be used for fertilisation in that way. Some of the 



Cypripediums, for instance; there are no insects known that can 9possibly fertilise 
them, and some of them have never been found with seed.” 

“But how do they form new plants?” 

“By runners and tubers, and that kind of outgrowth. That is easily explained. The 
puzzle is, what are the flowers for? 

“Very likely,” he added, “my orchid may be something extraordinary in that way. If so, I 
shall study it. I have often thought of making researches as Darwin did. But hitherto I 
have not found the time, or something else has happened to prevent it. The leaves are 
beginning to unfold now. I do wish you would come and see them!” 

But she said that the orchid-house was so hot it gave her the headache. She had seen 
the plant once again, and the aërial rootlets, which were now some of them more than 
a foot long, had unfortunately reminded her of tentacles reaching out after something; 
and they got into her dreams, growing after her with incredible rapidity. So that she 
had settled to her entire satisfaction that she would not see that plant again, and 
Wedderburn had to admire its leaves alone. They were of the ordinary broad form, and 
a deep glossy green, with splashes and dots of deep red towards the base. He knew of 
no other leaves quite like them. The plant was placed on a low bench near the 
thermometer, and close by was a simple arrangement by which a tap dripped 10on 
the hot-water pipes and kept the air steamy. And he spent his afternoons now with 
some regularity meditating on the approaching flowering of this strange plant. 

And at last the great thing happened. Directly he entered the little glass house he 
knew that the spike had burst out, although his great Palæonophis Lowii hid the 
corner where his new darling stood. There was a new odour in the air, a rich, intensely 
sweet scent, that overpowered every other in that crowded, steaming little 
greenhouse. 

Directly he noticed this he hurried down to the strange orchid. And, behold! the trailing 
green spikes bore now three great splashes of blossom, from which this overpowering 
sweetness proceeded. He stopped before them in an ecstasy of admiration. 

The flowers were white, with streaks of golden orange upon the petals; the heavy 
labellum was coiled into an intricate projection, and a wonderful bluish purple 
mingled there with the gold. He could see at once that the genus was altogether a new 
one. And the insufferable scent! How hot the place was! The blossoms swam before 
his eyes. 



He would see if the temperature was right. He made a step towards the thermometer. 
Suddenly everything appeared unsteady. The bricks on the floor were dancing up and 
down. Then the white blossoms, the green leaves behind them, 11the whole 
greenhouse, seemed to sweep sideways, and then in a curve upward. 

 

At half-past four his cousin made the tea, according to their invariable custom. But 
Wedderburn did not come in for his tea. 

“He is worshipping that horrid orchid,” she told herself, and waited ten minutes. “His 
watch must have stopped. I will go and call him.” 

She went straight to the hothouse, and, opening the door, called his name. There was 
no reply. She noticed that the air was very close, and loaded with an intense perfume. 
Then she saw something lying on the bricks between the hot-water pipes. 

For a minute, perhaps, she stood motionless. 

He was lying, face upward, at the foot of the strange orchid. The tentacle-like aërial 
rootlets no longer swayed freely in the air, but were crowded together, a tangle of grey 
ropes, and stretched tight with their ends closely applied to his chin and neck and 
hands. 

She did not understand. Then she saw from under one of the exultant tentacles upon 
his cheek there trickled a little thread of blood. 

With an inarticulate cry she ran towards him, and tried to pull him away from the 
leech-like suckers. She snapped two of these tentacles, and their sap dripped red. 

Then the overpowering scent of the blossom 12began to make her head reel. How they 
clung to him! She tore at the tough ropes, and he and the white inflorescence swam 
about her. She felt she was fainting, knew she must not. She left him and hastily 
opened the nearest door, and, after she had panted for a moment in the fresh air, she 
had a brilliant inspiration. She caught up a flower-pot and smashed in the windows at 
the end of the greenhouse. Then she re-entered. She tugged now with renewed 
strength at Wedderburn’s motionless body, and brought the strange orchid crashing to 
the floor. It still clung with the grimmest tenacity to its victim. In a frenzy, she lugged it 
and him into the open air. 

Then she thought of tearing through the sucker rootlets one by one, and in another 
minute she had released him and was dragging him away from the horror. 

He was white and bleeding from a dozen circular patches. 



The odd-job man was coming up the garden, amazed at the smashing of glass, and 
saw her emerge, hauling the inanimate body with red-stained hands. For a moment he 
thought impossible things. 

“Bring some water!” she cried, and her voice dispelled his fancies. When, with 
unnatural alacrity, he returned with the water, he found her weeping with excitement, 
and with Wedderburn’s 13head upon her knee, wiping the blood from his face. 

“What’s the matter?” said Wedderburn, opening his eyes feebly, and closing them 
again at once. 

“Go and tell Annie to come out here to me, and then go for Dr. Haddon at once,” she 
said to the odd-job man so soon as he brought the water; and added, seeing he 
hesitated, “I will tell you all about it when you come back.” 

Presently Wedderburn opened his eyes again, and, seeing that he was troubled by the 
puzzle of his position, she explained to him, “You fainted in the hothouse.” 

“And the orchid?” 

“I will see to that,” she said. 

Wedderburn had lost a good deal of blood, but beyond that he had suffered no very 
great injury. They gave him brandy mixed with some pink extract of meat, and carried 
him upstairs to bed. His housekeeper told her incredible story in fragments to Dr. 
Haddon. “Come to the orchid-house and see,” she said. 

The cold outer air was blowing in through the open door, and the sickly perfume was 
almost dispelled. Most of the torn aërial rootlets lay already withered amidst a 
number of dark stains upon the bricks. The stem of the inflorescence was broken by 
the fall of the plant, and the flowers were growing limp and brown at the 14edges of 
the petals. The doctor stooped towards it, then saw that one of the aërial rootlets still 
stirred feebly, and hesitated. 

The next morning the strange orchid still lay there, black now and putrescent. The door 
banged intermittingly in the morning breeze, and all the array of Wedderburn’s orchids 
was shrivelled and prostrate. But Wedderburn himself was bright and garrulous 
upstairs in the story of his strange adventure. 

15 

ÆPYORNIS ISLAND 

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



“Orchids?” he asked. 

“A few,” I said. 

“Cypripediums?” he said. 

“Chiefly,” said I. 

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

“I’m not a collector,” said I. 

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

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

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

“Butcher—Butcher?” The name seemed vaguely present in my memory; then I 
recalled Butcher v. Dawson. “Why!” said I, “you are 16the man who sued them for four 
years’ salary—got cast away on a desert island—” 

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

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

“Well—you’ve heard of the Æpyornis?” 

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

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

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

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



He paused. “I suppose it’s the same place. 17A kind of swamp about ninety miles 
north of Antananarivo. Do you happen to know? You have to go to it along the coast by 
boats. You don’t happen to remember, perhaps?” 

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

“It must be the same. It’s on the east coast. And somehow there’s something in the 
water that keeps things from decaying. Like creosote it smells. It reminded me of 
Trinidad. Did they get any more eggs? Some of the eggs I found were a foot and a half 
long. The swamp goes circling round, you know, and cuts off this bit. It’s mostly salt, 
too. Well—What a time I had of it! I found the things quite by accident. We went for 
eggs, me and two native chaps, in one of those rum canoes all tied together, and 
found the bones at the same time. We had a tent and provisions for four days, and we 
pitched on one of the firmer places. To think of it brings that odd tarry smell back even 
now. It’s funny work. You go probing into the mud with iron rods, you know. Usually the 
egg gets smashed. I wonder how long it is since these Æpyornises really lived. The 
missionaries say the natives have legends about when they were alive, but I never 
heard any such stories myself.[1] But certainly those eggs we got were 18as fresh as if 
they had been new-laid. Fresh! Carrying them down to the boat one of my nigger 
chaps dropped one on a rock and it smashed. How I lammed into the beggar! But 
sweet it was as if it was new-laid, not even smelly, and its mother dead these four 
hundred years perhaps. Said a centipede had bit him. However, I’m getting off the 
straight with the story. It had taken us all day to dig into the slush and get these eggs 
out unbroken, and we were all covered with beastly black mud, and naturally I was 
cross. So far as I knew they were the only eggs that had ever been got out not even 
cracked. I went afterwards to see the ones they have at the Natural History Museum in 
London: all of them were cracked and just stuck together like a mosaic, and bits 
missing. Mine were perfect, and I meant to blow them when I got back. Naturally I was 
annoyed at the silly devil dropping three hours’ work just on account of a centipede. I 
hit him about rather.” 

1. No European is known to have seen a live Æpyornis, with the doubtful exception of 
MacAndrew, who visited Madagascar in 1745. H. G. W. 

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

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

“That’s the queer part of the story. I had three others. Perfectly fresh eggs. Well, we put 
’em in the boat, and then I went up to the tent to make some coffee, leaving my two 
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heathens 19down by the beach—the one fooling about with his sting and the other 
helping him. It never occurred to me that the beggars would take advantage of the 
peculiar position I was in to pick a quarrel. But I suppose the centipede poison and the 
kicking I’d given him had upset the one—he was always a cantankerous sort—and he 
persuaded the other. 

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

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

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

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

“There was nothing for it but to swim after him and take my luck with the sharks. So I 
opened my clasp-knife and put it in my mouth and took off my clothes and waded in. 
As soon as I was in the water I lost sight of the canoe, but I aimed, as I judged, to head 
it off. I hoped 21the man in it was too bad to navigate it, and that it would keep on 
drifting in the same direction. Presently it came up over the horizon again to the south-



westward about. The afterglow of sunset was well over now and the dim of night 
creeping up. The stars were coming through the blue. I swam like a champion, though 
my legs and arms were soon aching. 

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

“After a long time I called him by name, but 22he never answered. I was too tired to 
take any risks by going along to him. So we sat there. I fancy I dozed once or twice. 
When the dawn came I saw he was as dead as a doornail and all puffed up and purple. 
My three eggs and the bones were lying in the middle of the canoe, and the keg of 
water and some coffee and biscuits wrapped in a Cape ‘Argus’ by his feet, and a tin of 
methylated spirit underneath him. There was no paddle, nor in fact anything except 
the spirit tin that one could use as one, so I settled to drift until I was picked up. I held 
an inquest on him, brought in a verdict against some snake, scorpion, or centipede 
unknown, and sent him overboard. 

“After that I had a drink of water and a few biscuits, and took a look round. I suppose a 
man low down as I was don’t see very far; leastways, Madagascar was clean out of 
sight, and any trace of land at all. I saw a sail going south-westward—looked like a 
schooner, but her hull never came up. Presently the sun got high in the sky and began 
to beat down upon me. Lord!—it pretty near made my brains boil. I tried dipping my 
head in the sea, but after a while my eye fell on the Cape ‘Argus,’ and I lay down flat in 
the canoe and spread this over me. Wonderful things these newspapers. I never read 
one through thoroughly before, but it’s odd what you get up to when you’re alone, as I 
was. I suppose I read that blessed old Cape ‘Argus’ twenty times. The 23pitch in the 
canoe simply reeked with the heat and rose up into big blisters. 

“I drifted ten days,” said the man with the scar. “It’s a little thing in the telling, isn’t it? 
Every day was like the last. Except in the morning and the evening I never kept a look-



out even—the blaze was so infernal. I didn’t see a sail after the first three days, and 
those I saw took no notice of me. About the sixth night a ship went by scarcely half a 
mile away from me, with all its lights ablaze and its ports open, looking like a big firefly. 
There was music aboard. I stood up and shouted and screamed at it. The second day I 
broached one of the Æpyornis eggs, scraped the shell away at the end bit by bit, and 
tried it, and I was glad to find it was good enough to eat. A bit flavoury—not bad, I 
mean, but with something of the taste of a duck’s egg. There was a kind of circular 
patch about six inches across on one side of the yolk, and with streaks of blood and a 
white mark like a ladder in it that I thought queer, but I didn’t understand what this 
meant at the time, and I wasn’t inclined to be particular. The egg lasted me three days, 
with biscuits and a drink of water. I chewed coffee berries too—invigorating stuff. The 
second egg I opened about the eighth day. And it scared me.” 

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

“I daresay you find it hard to believe. I did, 24with the thing before me. There the egg 
had been, sunk in that cold black mud, perhaps three hundred years. But there was 
no mistaking it. There was the—what is it?—embryo, with its big head and curved 
back and its heart beating under its throat, and the yolk shrivelled up and great 
membranes spreading inside of the shell and all over the yolk. Here was I hatching out 
the eggs of the biggest of all extinct birds, in a little canoe in the midst of the Indian 
Ocean. If old Dawson had known that! It was worth four years’ salary. What 
do you think? 

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

“Then came the atoll. Came out of the sunrise, as it were, suddenly, close up to me. I 
drifted straight towards it until I was about half a mile from shore—not more, and then 
the current took a turn, and I had to paddle as hard as I could with my hands and bits 
of the Æpyornis shell to make the place. However, I got there. It was just a common 
atoll about four miles round, with a few trees growing and a spring in one place 
and 25the lagoon full of parrot fish. I took the egg ashore and put it in a good place 
well above the tide lines and in the sun, to give it all the chance I could, and pulled the 
canoe up safe, and loafed about prospecting. It’s rum how dull an atoll is. When I was 
a kid I thought nothing could be finer or more adventurous than the Robinson Crusoe 
business, but that place was as monotonous as a book of sermons. I went round 



finding eatable things and generally thinking; but I tell you I was bored to death before 
the first day was out. It shows my luck—the very day I landed the weather changed. A 
thunderstorm went by to the north and flicked its wing over the island, and in the night 
there came a drencher and a howling wind slap over us. It wouldn’t have taken much, 
you know, to upset that canoe. 

“I was sleeping under the canoe, and the egg was luckily among the sand higher up 
the beach, and the first thing I remember was a sound like a hundred pebbles hitting 
the boat at once and a rush of water over my body. I’d been dreaming of Antananarivo, 
and I sat up and holloaed to Intoshi to ask her what the devil was up, and clawed out 
at the chair where the matches used to be. Then I remembered where I was. There 
were phosphorescent waves rolling up as if they meant to eat me, and all the rest of 
the night as black as pitch. The air was simply yelling. The clouds seemed down on 
your head almost, and the rain 26fell as if heaven was sinking and they were baling out 
the waters above the firmament. One great roller came writhing at me, like a fiery 
serpent, and I bolted. Then I thought of the canoe, and ran down to it as the water 
went hissing back again, but the thing had gone. I wondered about the egg then, and 
felt my way to it. It was all right and well out of reach of the maddest waves, so I sat 
down beside it and cuddled it for company. Lord! What a night that was! 

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

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

“He was a nice friendly little chap, at first, about the size of a small hen—very much 
like most other young birds, only bigger. His plumage was a dirty brown to begin with, 
with a sort of grey scab that fell off it very soon, and scarcely 27feathers—a kind of 
downy hair. I can hardly express how pleased I was to see him. I tell you, Robinson 
Crusoe don’t make near enough of his loneliness. But here was interesting company. 
He looked at me and winked his eye from the front backwards like a hen, and gave a 
chirp and began to peck about at once, as though being hatched three hundred years 
too late was just nothing. ‘Glad to see you, Man Friday!’ says I, for I had naturally 
settled he was to be called Man Friday if ever he was hatched, as soon as ever I found 



the egg in the canoe had developed. I was a bit anxious about his feed, so I gave him a 
lump of raw parrot fish at once. He took it and opened his beak for more. I was glad of 
that, for, under the circumstances, if he’d been fanciful, I should have had to eat him 
after all. 

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

“And he grew. You could almost see him grow. And as I was never much of a society 
man, his quiet, friendly ways suited me to a T. For nearly two years we were as happy 
as we could be on that 28island. I had no business worries, for I knew my salary was 
mounting up at Dawsons’. We would see a sail now and then, but nothing ever came 
near us. I amused myself too by decorating the island with designs worked in sea-
urchins and fancy shells of various kinds. I put Æpyornis Island all round the place 
very nearly, in big letters, like what you see done with coloured stones at railway 
stations in the old country. And I used to lie watching the blessed bird stalking round 
and growing, growing, and think how I could make a living out of him by showing him 
about if ever I got taken off. After his first moult he began to get handsome, with a 
crest and a blue wattle, and a lot of green feathers at the behind of him. And then I 
used to puzzle whether Dawsons had any right to claim him or not. Stormy weather 
and in the rainy season we lay snug under the shelter I had made out of the old canoe, 
and I used to tell him lies about my friends at home. It was a kind of idyll, you might 
say. If only I had had some tobacco it would have been simply just like Heaven. 

“It was about the end of the second year our little Paradise went wrong. Friday was 
then about fourteen feet high to the bill of him, with a big broad head like the end of a 
pickaxe, and two huge brown eyes with yellow rims set together like a man’s—not out 
of sight of each other like a hen’s. His plumage was fine—none of the half 29mourning 
style of your ostrich—more like a cassowary as far as colour and texture go. And then 
it was he began to cock his comb at me and give himself airs and show signs of a 
nasty temper. 

“At last came a time when my fishing had been rather unlucky and he began to hang 
about me in a queer, meditative way. I thought he might have been eating sea-
cucumbers or something, but it was really just discontent on his part. I was hungry 
too, and when at last I landed a fish I wanted it for myself. Tempers were short that 



morning on both sides. He pecked at it and grabbed it, and I gave him a whack on the 
head to make him leave go. And at that he went for me. Lord! 

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

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

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

“I won’t tell you all the little devices I tried to get that bird round again. I simply can’t. It 
makes my cheek burn with shame even now to think of the snubs and buffets I had 
from this infernal curiosity. I tried violence. I chucked lumps of coral at him from a safe 
distance, but he only swallowed them. I shied my open knife at him and almost lost it, 
though it was too big for him to swallow. I tried starving him out and struck fishing, but 
he took to picking along the beach at low water after worms, and rubbed along on 
that. Half my time I spent up to my neck in the lagoon, and the rest up the palm-trees. 
One 31of them was scarcely high enough, and when he caught me up it he had a 
regular Bank Holiday with the calves of my legs. It got unbearable. I don’t know if you 
have ever tried sleeping up a palm-tree. It gave me the most horrible nightmares. Think 
of the shame of it too! Here was this extinct animal mooning about my island like a 
sulky duke, and me not allowed to rest the sole of my foot on the place. I used to cry 
with weariness and vexation. I told him straight that I didn’t mean to be chased about 
a desert island by any damned anachronisms. I told him to go and peck a navigator of 
his own age. But he only snapped his beak at me. Great ugly bird—all legs and neck! 



“I shouldn’t like to say how long that went on altogether. I’d have killed him sooner if 
I’d known how. However, I hit on a way of settling him at last. It’s a South American 
dodge. I joined all my fishing lines together with stems of seaweed and things, and 
made a stoutish string, perhaps twelve yards in length or more, and I fastened two 
lumps of coral rock to the ends of this. It took me some time to do, because every now 
and then I had to go into the lagoon or up a tree as the fancy took me. This I whirled 
rapidly round my head and then let it go at him. The first time I missed, but the next 
time the string caught his legs beautifully and wrapped round them again and again. 
Over he went. I threw it standing 32waist-deep in the lagoon, and as soon as he went 
down I was out of the water and sawing at his neck with my knife— 

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

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

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

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

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



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

34 

THE PLATTNER STORY 

Whether the story of Gottfried Plattner is to be credited or not, is a pretty question in 
the value of evidence. On the one hand, we have seven witnesses—to be perfectly 
exact, we have six and a half pairs of eyes, and one undeniable fact; and on the other 
we have—what is it?—prejudice, common sense, the inertia of opinion. Never were 
there seven more honest-seeming witnesses; never was there a more undeniable fact 
than the inversion of Gottfried Plattner’s anatomical structure, and—never was there 
a more preposterous story than the one they have to tell! The most preposterous part 
of the story is the worthy Gottfried’s contribution (for I count him as one of the seven). 
Heaven forbid that I should be led into giving countenance to superstition by a passion 
for impartiality, and so come to share the fate of Eusapia’s patrons! Frankly, I believe 
there is something crooked about this business of Gottfried Plattner; but what that 
crooked factor is, I will admit as frankly, I do not know. I have been surprised at the 
credit accorded to the story in the most unexpected and authoritative quarters. The 
fairest way to the reader, however, will be for me to tell it without further comment. 

35Gottfried Plattner is, in spite of his name, a freeborn Englishman. His father was an 
Alsatian who came to England in the Sixties, married a respectable English girl of 
unexceptionable antecedents, and died, after a wholesome and uneventful life 
(devoted, I understand, chiefly to the laying of parquet flooring), in 1887. Gottfried’s 
age is seven-and-twenty. He is, by virtue of his heritage of three languages, Modern 
Languages Master in a small private school in the South of England. To the casual 
observer he is singularly like any other Modern Languages Master in any other small 
private school. His costume is neither very costly nor very fashionable, but, on the 
other hand, it is not markedly cheap or shabby; his complexion, like his height and his 
bearing, is inconspicuous. You would notice, perhaps, that, like the majority of 
people, his face was not absolutely symmetrical, his right eye a little larger than the 
left, and his jaw a trifle heavier on the right side. If you, as an ordinary careless person, 
were to bare his chest and feel his heart beating, you would probably find it quite like 
the heart of any one else. But here you and the trained observer would part company. 
If you found his heart quite ordinary, the trained observer would find it quite otherwise. 
And once the thing was pointed out to you, you too would perceive the peculiarity 
easily enough. It is that Gottfried’s heart beats on the right side of his body. 



36Now, that is not the only singularity of Gottfried’s structure, although it is the only 
one that would appeal to the untrained mind. Careful sounding of Gottfried’s internal 
arrangements, by a well-known surgeon, seems to point to the fact that all the other 
unsymmetrical parts of his body are similarly misplaced. The right lobe of his liver is 
on the left side, the left on his right; while his lungs, too, are similarly contraposed. 
What is still more singular, unless Gottfried is a consummate actor, we must believe 
that his right hand has recently become his left. Since the occurrences we are about 
to consider (as impartially as possible), he has found the utmost difficulty in writing, 
except from right to left across the paper with his left hand. He cannot throw with his 
right hand, he is perplexed at meal times between knife and fork, and his ideas of the 
rule of the road—he is a cyclist—are still a dangerous confusion. And there is not a 
scrap of evidence to show that before these occurrences Gottfried was at all left-
handed. 

There is yet another wonderful fact in this preposterous business. Gottfried produces 
three photographs of himself. You have him at the age of five or six, thrusting fat legs at 
you from under a plaid frock, and scowling. In that photograph his left eye is a little 
larger than his right, and his jaw is a trifle heavier on the left side. This is the reverse of 
his present living conditions. The photograph of Gottfried at fourteen seems to 
contradict 37these facts, but that is because it is one of those cheap “Gem” 
photographs that were then in vogue, taken direct upon metal, and therefore reversing 
things just as a looking-glass would. The third photograph represents him at one-and-
twenty, and confirms the record of the others. There seems here evidence of the 
strongest confirmatory character that Gottfried has exchanged his left side for his 
right. Yet how a human being can be so changed, short of a fantastic and pointless 
miracle, it is exceedingly hard to suggest. 

In one way, of course, these facts might be explicable on the supposition that Plattner 
has undertaken an elaborate mystification, on the strength of his heart’s 
displacement. Photographs may be fudged, and left-handedness imitated. But the 
character of the man does not lend itself to any such theory. He is quiet, practical, 
unobtrusive, and thoroughly sane, from the Nordau standpoint. He likes beer, and 
smokes moderately, takes walking exercise daily, and has a healthily high estimate of 
the value of his teaching. He has a good but untrained tenor voice, and takes a 
pleasure in singing airs of a popular and cheerful character. He is fond, but not 
morbidly fond, of reading,—chiefly fiction pervaded with a vaguely pious optimism,—
sleeps well, and rarely dreams. He is, in fact, the very last person to evolve a fantastic 
fable. Indeed, so far from forcing this story upon the world, he has been singularly 
reticent on the 38matter. He meets enquirers with a certain engaging—bashfulness is 



almost the word, that disarms the most suspicious. He seems genuinely ashamed 
that anything so unusual has occurred to him. 

It is to be regretted that Plattner’s aversion to the idea of post-mortem dissection may 
postpone, perhaps for ever, the positive proof that his entire body has had its left and 
right sides transposed. Upon that fact mainly the credibility of his story hangs. There is 
no way of taking a man and moving him about in space, as ordinary people 
understand space, that will result in our changing his sides. Whatever you do, his right 
is still his right, his left his left. You can do that with a perfectly thin and flat thing, of 
course. If you were to cut a figure out of paper, any figure with a right and left side, you 
could change its sides simply by lifting it up and turning it over. But with a solid it is 
different. Mathematical theorists tell us that the only way in which the right and left 
sides of a solid body can be changed is by taking that body clean out of space as we 
know it,—taking it out of ordinary existence, that is, and turning it somewhere outside 
space. This is a little abstruse, no doubt, but any one with any knowledge of 
mathematical theory will assure the reader of its truth. To put the thing in technical 
language, the curious inversion of Plattner’s right and left sides is proof that he has 
moved out of our space into what is called the Fourth Dimension, 39and that he has 
returned again to our world. Unless we choose to consider ourselves the victims of an 
elaborate and motiveless fabrication, we are almost bound to believe that this has 
occurred. 

So much for the tangible facts. We come now to the account of the phenomena that 
attended his temporary disappearance from the world. It appears that in the 
Sussexville Proprietary School Plattner not only discharged the duties of Modern 
Languages Master, but also taught chemistry, commercial geography, book-keeping, 
shorthand, drawing, and any other additional subject to which the changing fancies of 
the boys’ parents might direct attention. He knew little or nothing of these various 
subjects, but in secondary as distinguished from Board or elementary schools, 
knowledge in the teacher is, very properly, by no means so necessary as high moral 
character and gentlemanly tone. In chemistry he was particularly deficient, knowing, 
he says, nothing beyond the Three Gases (whatever the three gases may be). As, 
however, his pupils began by knowing nothing, and derived all their information from 
him, this caused him (or any one) but little inconvenience for several terms. Then a 
little boy named Whibble joined the school, who had been educated (it seems) by 
some mischievous relative into an enquiring habit of mind. This little boy followed 
Plattner’s lessons with marked and sustained interest, and in order to exhibit his zeal 
on 40the subject, brought, at various times, substances for Plattner to analyse. 
Plattner, flattered by this evidence of his power of awakening interest, and trusting to 



the boy’s ignorance, analysed these, and even made general statements as to their 
composition. Indeed, he was so far stimulated by his pupil as to obtain a work upon 
analytical chemistry and study it during his supervision of the evening’s preparation. 
He was surprised to find chemistry quite an interesting subject. 

So far the story is absolutely commonplace. But now the greenish powder comes 
upon the scene. The source of that greenish powder seems, unfortunately, lost. 
Master Whibble tells a tortuous story of finding it done up in a packet in a disused 
limekiln near the Downs. It would have been an excellent thing for Plattner, and 
possibly for Master Whibble’s family, if a match could have been applied to that 
powder there and then. The young gentleman certainly did not bring it to school in a 
packet, but in a common eight-ounce graduated medicine bottle, plugged with 
masticated newspaper. He gave it to Plattner at the end of the afternoon school. Four 
boys had been detained after school prayers in order to complete some neglected 
tasks, and Plattner was supervising these in the small classroom in which the 
chemical teaching was conducted. The appliances for the practical teaching of 
chemistry in the Sussexville Proprietary School, 41as in most small schools in this 
country, are characterised by a severe simplicity. They are kept in a small cupboard 
standing in a recess, and having about the same capacity as a common travelling 
trunk. Plattner, being bored with his passive superintendence, seems to have 
welcomed the intervention of Whibble with his green powder as an agreeable 
diversion, and, unlocking this cupboard, proceeded at once with his analytical 
experiments. Whibble sat, luckily for himself, at a safe distance, regarding him. The 
four malefactors, feigning a profound absorption in their work, watched him furtively 
with the keenest interest. For even within the limits of the Three Gases, Plattner’s 
practical chemistry was, I understand, temerarious. 

They are practically unanimous in their account of Plattner’s proceedings. He poured 
a little of the green powder into a test-tube, and tried the substance with water, 
hydrochloric acid, nitric acid, and sulphuric acid in succession. Getting no result, he 
emptied out a little heap—nearly half the bottleful, in fact—upon a slate and tried a 
match. He held the medicine bottle in his left hand. The stuff began to smoke and 
melt, and then—exploded with deafening violence and a blinding flash. 

The five boys, seeing the flash and being prepared for catastrophes, ducked below 
their desks, and were none of them seriously hurt. The window 42was blown out into 
the playground, and the blackboard on its easel was upset. The slate was smashed to 
atoms. Some plaster fell from the ceiling. No other damage was done to the school 
edifice or appliances, and the boys at first, seeing nothing of Plattner, fancied he was 
knocked down and lying out of their sight below the desks. They jumped out of their 



places to go to his assistance, and were amazed to find the space empty. Being still 
confused by the sudden violence of the report, they hurried to the open door, under 
the impression that he must have been hurt, and have rushed out of the room. But 
Carson, the foremost, nearly collided in the doorway with the principal, Mr. Lidgett. 

Mr. Lidgett is a corpulent, excitable man with one eye. The boys describe him as 
stumbling into the room mouthing some of those tempered expletives irritable 
schoolmasters accustom themselves to use—lest worse befall. “Wretched 
mumchancer!” he said. “Where’s Mr. Plattner?” The boys are agreed on the very 
words. (“Wobbler,” “snivelling puppy,” and “mumchancer” are, it seems, among the 
ordinary small change of Mr. Lidgett’s scholastic commerce.) 

Where’s Mr. Plattner? That was a question that was to be repeated many times in the 
next few days. It really seemed as though that frantic hyperbole, “blown to atoms,” 
had for once realised itself. There was not a visible particle of 43Plattner to be seen; 
not a drop of blood nor a stitch of clothing to be found. Apparently he had been blown 
clean out of existence and left not a wrack behind. Not so much as would cover a 
sixpenny piece, to quote a proverbial expression! The evidence of his absolute 
disappearance, as a consequence of that explosion, is indubitable. 

It is not necessary to enlarge here upon the commotion excited in the Sussexville 
Proprietary School, and in Sussexville and elsewhere, by this event. It is quite 
possible, indeed, that some of the readers of these pages may recall the hearing of 
some remote and dying version of that excitement during the last summer holidays. 
Lidgett, it would seem, did everything in his power to suppress and minimise the story. 
He instituted a penalty of twenty-five lines for any mention of Plattner’s name among 
the boys, and stated in the schoolroom that he was clearly aware of his assistant’s 
whereabouts. He was afraid, he explains, that the possibility of an explosion 
happening, in spite of the elaborate precautions taken to minimise the practical 
teaching of chemistry, might injure the reputation of the school; and so might any 
mysterious quality in Plattner’s departure. Indeed, he did everything in his power to 
make the occurrence seem as ordinary as possible. In particular, he cross-examined 
the five eye-witnesses of the occurrence so searchingly that they began to doubt the 
plain evidence of 44their senses. But, in spite of these efforts, the tale, in a magnified 
and distorted state, made a nine days’ wonder in the district, and several parents 
withdrew their sons on colourable pretexts. Not the least remarkable point in the 
matter is the fact that a large number of people in the neighbourhood dreamed 
singularly vivid dreams of Plattner during the period of excitement before his return, 
and that these dreams had a curious uniformity. In almost all of them Plattner was 
seen, sometimes singly, sometimes in company, wandering about through a 



coruscating iridescence. In all cases his face was pale and distressed, and in some he 
gesticulated towards the dreamer. One or two of the boys, evidently under the 
influence of nightmare, fancied that Plattner approached them with remarkable 
swiftness, and seemed to look closely into their very eyes. Others fled with Plattner 
from the pursuit of vague and extraordinary creatures of a globular shape. But all 
these fancies were forgotten in enquiries and speculations when, on the Wednesday 
next but one after the Monday of the explosion, Plattner returned. 

The circumstances of his return were as singular as those of his departure. So far as 
Mr. Lidgett’s somewhat choleric outline can be filled in from Plattner’s hesitating 
statements, it would appear that on Wednesday evening, towards the hour of sunset, 
the former gentleman, having dismissed 45evening preparation, was engaged in his 
garden, picking and eating strawberries, a fruit of which he is inordinately fond. It is a 
large old-fashioned garden, secured from observation, fortunately, by a high and ivy-
covered red-brick wall. Just as he was stooping over a particularly prolific plant, there 
was a flash in the air and a heavy thud, and before he could look round, some heavy 
body struck him violently from behind. He was pitched forward, crushing the 
strawberries he held in his hand, and that so roughly, that his silk hat—Mr. Lidgett 
adheres to the older ideas of scholastic costume—was driven violently down upon his 
forehead, and almost over one eye. This heavy missile, which slid over him sideways 
and collapsed into a sitting posture among the strawberry plants, proved to be our 
long-lost Mr. Gottfried Plattner, in an extremely dishevelled condition. He was 
collarless and hatless, his linen was dirty, and there was blood upon his hands. Mr. 
Lidgett was so indignant and surprised that he remained on all-fours, and with his hat 
jammed down on his eye, while he expostulated vehemently with Plattner for his 
disrespectful and unaccountable conduct. 

This scarcely idyllic scene completes what I may call the exterior version of the 
Plattner story—its exoteric aspect. It is quite unnecessary to enter here into all the 
details of his dismissal by Mr. Lidgett. Such details, with the full names 46and dates 
and references, will be found in the larger report of these occurrences that was laid 
before the Society for the Investigation of Abnormal Phenomena. The singular 
transposition of Plattner’s right and left sides was scarcely observed for the first day or 
so, and then first in connection with his disposition to write from right to left across 
the blackboard. He concealed rather than ostended this curious confirmatory 
circumstance, as he considered it would unfavourably affect his prospects in a new 
situation. The displacement of his heart was discovered some months after, when he 
was having a tooth extracted under anæsthetics. He then, very unwillingly, allowed a 
cursory surgical examination to be made of himself, with a view to a brief account in 



the “Journal of Anatomy.” That exhausts the statement of the material facts; and we 
may now go on to consider Plattner’s account of the matter. 

But first let us clearly differentiate between the preceding portion of this story and 
what is to follow. All I have told thus far is established by such evidence as even a 
criminal lawyer would approve. Every one of the witnesses is still alive; the reader, if 
he have the leisure, may hunt the lads out to-morrow, or even brave the terrors of the 
redoubtable Lidgett, and cross-examine and trap and test to his heart’s content; 
Gottfried Plattner, himself, and his twisted heart 47and his three photographs are 
producible. It may be taken as proved that he did disappear for nine days as the 
consequence of an explosion; that he returned almost as violently, under 
circumstances in their nature annoying to Mr. Lidgett, whatever the details of those 
circumstances may be; and that he returned inverted, just as a reflection returns from 
a mirror. From the last fact, as I have already stated, it follows almost inevitably that 
Plattner, during those nine days, must have been in some state of existence altogether 
out of space. The evidence to these statements is, indeed, far stronger than that upon 
which most murderers are hanged. But for his own particular account of where he had 
been, with its confused explanations and well-nigh self-contradictory details, we have 
only Mr. Gottfried Plattner’s word. I do not wish to discredit that, but I must point out—
what so many writers upon obscure psychic phenomena fail to do—that we are 
passing here from the practically undeniable to that kind of matter which any 
reasonable man is entitled to believe or reject as he thinks proper. The previous 
statements render it plausible; its discordance with common experience tilts it 
towards the incredible. I would prefer not to sway the beam of the reader’s judgment 
either way, but simply to tell the story as Plattner told it me. 

He gave me his narrative, I may state, at my 48house at Chislehurst, and so soon as he 
had left me that evening, I went into my study and wrote down everything as I 
remembered it. Subsequently he was good enough to read over a typewritten copy, so 
that its substantial correctness is undeniable. 

He states that at the moment of the explosion he distinctly thought he was killed. He 
felt lifted off his feet and driven forcibly backward. It is a curious fact for psychologists 
that he thought clearly during his backward flight, and wondered whether he should 
hit the chemistry cupboard or the blackboard easel. His heels struck ground, and he 
staggered and fell heavily into a sitting position on something soft and firm. For a 
moment the concussion stunned him. He became aware at once of a vivid scent of 
singed hair, and he seemed to hear the voice of Lidgett asking for him. You will 
understand that for a time his mind was greatly confused. 



At first he was distinctly under the impression that he was still in the classroom. He 
perceived quite distinctly the surprise of the boys and the entry of Mr. Lidgett. He is 
quite positive upon that score. He did not hear their remarks; but that he ascribed to 
the deafening effect of the experiment. Things about him seemed curiously dark and 
faint, but his mind explained that on the obvious but mistaken idea that the explosion 
had engendered a huge volume of dark smoke. 49Through the dimness the figures of 
Lidgett and the boys moved, as faint and silent as ghosts. Plattner’s face still tingled 
with the stinging heat of the flash. He was, he says, “all muddled.” His first definite 
thoughts seem to have been of his personal safety. He thought he was perhaps 
blinded and deafened. He felt his limbs and face in a gingerly manner. Then his 
perceptions grew clearer, and he was astonished to miss the old familiar desks and 
other schoolroom furniture about him. Only dim, uncertain, grey shapes stood in the 
place of these. Then came a thing that made him shout aloud, and awoke his stunned 
faculties to instant activity. Two of the boys, gesticulating, walked one after the other 
clean through him! Neither manifested the slightest consciousness of his presence. It 
is difficult to imagine the sensation he felt. They came against him, he says, with no 
more force than a wisp of mist. 

Plattner’s first thought after that was that he was dead. Having been brought up with 
thoroughly sound views in these matters, however, he was a little surprised to find his 
body still about him. His second conclusion was that he was not dead, but that the 
others were: that the explosion had destroyed the Sussexville Proprietary School and 
every soul in it except himself. But that, too, was scarcely satisfactory. He was thrown 
back upon astonished observation. 

Everything about him was extraordinarily dark: 50at first it seemed to have an 
altogether ebony blackness. Overhead was a black firmament. The only touch of light 
in the scene was a faint greenish glow at the edge of the sky in one direction, which 
threw into prominence a horizon of undulating black hills. This, I say, was his 
impression at first. As his eye grew accustomed to the darkness, he began to 
distinguish a faint quality of differentiating greenish colour in the circumambient 
night. Against this background the furniture and occupants of the classroom, it 
seems, stood out like phosphorescent spectres, faint and impalpable. He extended 
his hand, and thrust it without an effort through the wall of the room by the fireplace. 

He describes himself as making a strenuous effort to attract attention. He shouted to 
Lidgett, and tried to seize the boys as they went to and fro. He only desisted from 
these attempts when Mrs. Lidgett, whom he (as an Assistant Master) naturally 
disliked, entered the room. He says the sensation of being in the world, and yet not a 
part of it, was an extraordinarily disagreeable one. He compared his feelings, not 



inaptly, to those of a cat watching a mouse through a window. Whenever he made a 
motion to communicate with the dim, familiar world about him, he found an invisible, 
incomprehensible barrier preventing intercourse. 

He then turned his attention to his solid environment. 51He found the medicine bottle 
still unbroken in his hand, with the remainder of the green powder therein. He put this 
in his pocket, and began to feel about him. Apparently, he was sitting on a boulder of 
rock covered with a velvety moss. The dark country about him he was unable to see, 
the faint, misty picture of the schoolroom blotting it out, but he had a feeling (due 
perhaps to a cold wind) that he was near the crest of a hill, and that a steep valley fell 
away beneath his feet. The green glow along the edge of the sky seemed to be growing 
in extent and intensity. He stood up, rubbing his eyes. 

It would seem that he made a few steps, going steeply downhill, and then stumbled, 
nearly fell, and sat down again upon a jagged mass of rock to watch the dawn. He 
became aware that the world about him was absolutely silent. It was as still as it was 
dark, and though there was a cold wind blowing up the hill-face, the rustle of grass, 
the soughing of the boughs that should have accompanied it, were absent. He could 
hear, therefore, if he could not see, that the hillside upon which he stood was rocky 
and desolate. The green grew brighter every moment, and as it did so, a faint, 
transparent blood-red mingled with, but did not mitigate, the blackness of the sky 
overhead and the rocky desolations about him. Having regard to what follows, I am 
inclined to think that that redness may have been 52an optical effect due to contrast. 
Something black fluttered momentarily against the livid yellow-green of the lower sky, 
and then the thin and penetrating voice of a bell rose out of the black gulf below him. 
An oppressive expectation grew with the growing light. 

It is probable that an hour or more elapsed while he sat there, the strange green light 
growing brighter every moment, and spreading slowly, in flamboyant fingers, upward 
towards the zenith. As it grew, the spectral vision of our world became relatively or 
absolutely fainter. Probably both, for the time must have been about that of our 
earthly sunset. So far as his vision of our world went, Plattner, by his few steps 
downhill, had passed through the floor of the classroom, and was now, it seemed, 
sitting in mid-air in the larger schoolroom downstairs. He saw the boarders distinctly, 
but much more faintly than he had seen Lidgett. They were preparing their evening 
tasks, and he noticed with interest that several were cheating with their Euclid riders 
by means of a crib, a compilation whose existence he had hitherto never suspected. 
As the time passed, they faded steadily, as steadily as the light of the green dawn 
increased. 



Looking down into the valley, he saw that the light had crept far down its rocky sides, 
and that the profound blackness of the abyss was now broken by a minute green glow, 
like the light 53of a glow-worm. And almost immediately the limb of a huge heavenly 
body of blazing green rose over the basaltic undulations of the distant hills, and the 
monstrous hill-masses about him came out gaunt and desolate, in green light and 
deep, ruddy black shadows. He became aware of a vast number of ball-shaped 
objects drifting as thistledown drifts over the high ground. There were none of these 
nearer to him than the opposite side of the gorge. The bell below twanged quicker and 
quicker, with something like impatient insistence, and several lights moved hither and 
thither. The boys at work at their desks were now almost imperceptibly faint. 

This extinction of our world, when the green sun of this other universe rose, is a 
curious point upon which Plattner insists. During the Other-World night, it is difficult 
to move about, on account of the vividness with which the things of this world are 
visible. It becomes a riddle to explain why, if this is the case, we in this world catch no 
glimpse of the Other-World. It is due, perhaps, to the comparatively vivid illumination 
of this world of ours. Plattner describes the midday of the Other-World, at its 
brightest, as not being nearly so bright as this world at full moon, while its night is 
profoundly black. Consequently, the amount of light, even in an ordinary dark room, is 
sufficient to render the things of the Other-World invisible, on the same principle 
that 54faint phosphorescence is only visible in the profoundest darkness. I have tried, 
since he told me his story, to see something of the Other-World by sitting for a long 
space in a photographer’s dark room at night. I have certainly seen indistinctly the 
form of greenish slopes and rocks, but only, I must admit, very indistinctly indeed. The 
reader may possibly be more successful. Plattner tells me that since his return he has 
dreamt and seen and recognised places in the Other-World, but this is probably due 
to his memory of these scenes. It seems quite possible that people with unusually 
keen eyesight may occasionally catch a glimpse of this strange Other-World about us. 

However, this is a digression. As the green sun rose, a long street of black buildings 
became perceptible, though only darkly and indistinctly, in the gorge, and, after some 
hesitation, Plattner began to clamber down the precipitous descent towards them. 
The descent was long and exceedingly tedious, being so not only by the extraordinary 
steepness, but also by reason of the looseness of the boulders with which the whole 
face of the hill was strewn. The noise of his descent—now and then his heels struck 
fire from the rocks—seemed now the only sound in the universe, for the beating of the 
bell had ceased. As he drew nearer, he perceived that the various edifices had a 
singular resemblance to tombs and mausoleums and monuments, saving 55only that 
they were all uniformly black instead of being white, as most sepulchres are. And then 



he saw, crowding out of the largest building, very much as people disperse from 
church, a number of pallid, rounded, pale-green figures. These dispersed in several 
directions about the broad street of the place, some going through side alleys and 
reappearing upon the steepness of the hill, others entering some of the small black 
buildings which lined the way. 

At the sight of these things drifting up towards him, Plattner stopped, staring. They 
were not walking, they were indeed limbless, and they had the appearance of human 
heads, beneath which a tadpole-like body swung. He was too astonished at their 
strangeness, too full, indeed, of strangeness, to be seriously alarmed by them. They 
drove towards him, in front of the chill wind that was blowing uphill, much as soap-
bubbles drive before a draught. And as he looked at the nearest of those approaching, 
he saw it was indeed a human head, albeit with singularly large eyes, and wearing 
such an expression of distress and anguish as he had never seen before upon mortal 
countenance. He was surprised to find that it did not turn to regard him, but seemed 
to be watching and following some unseen moving thing. For a moment he was 
puzzled, and then it occurred to him that this creature was watching with its 
enormous eyes something that was happening 56in the world he had just left. Nearer 
it came, and nearer, and he was too astonished to cry out. It made a very faint fretting 
sound as it came close to him. Then it struck his face with a gentle pat,—its touch was 
very cold,—and drove past him, and upward towards the crest of the hill. 

An extraordinary conviction flashed across Plattner’s mind that this head had a strong 
likeness to Lidgett. Then he turned his attention to the other heads that were now 
swarming thickly up the hillside. None made the slightest sign of recognition. One or 
two, indeed, came close to his head and almost followed the example of the first, but 
he dodged convulsively out of the way. Upon most of them he saw the same 
expression of unavailing regret he had seen upon the first, and heard the same faint 
sounds of wretchedness from them. One or two wept, and one rolling swiftly uphill 
wore an expression of diabolical rage. But others were cold, and several had a look of 
gratified interest in their eyes. One, at least, was almost in an ecstasy of happiness. 
Plattner does not remember that he recognised any more likenesses in those he saw 
at this time. 

For several hours, perhaps, Plattner watched these strange things dispersing 
themselves over the hills, and not till long after they had ceased to issue from the 
clustering black buildings in the 57gorge, did he resume his downward climb. The 
darkness about him increased so much that he had a difficulty in stepping true. 
Overhead the sky was now a bright, pale green. He felt neither hunger nor thirst. Later, 



when he did, he found a chilly stream running down the centre of the gorge, and the 
rare moss upon the boulders, when he tried it at last in desperation, was good to eat. 

He groped about among the tombs that ran down the gorge, seeking vaguely for some 
clue to these inexplicable things. After a long time he came to the entrance of the big 
mausoleum-like building from which the heads had issued. In this he found a group of 
green lights burning upon a kind of basaltic altar, and a bell-rope from a belfry 
overhead hanging down into the centre of the place. Round the wall ran a lettering of 
fire in a character unknown to him. While he was still wondering at the purport of 
these things, he heard the receding tramp of heavy feet echoing far down the street. 
He ran out into the darkness again, but he could see nothing. He had a mind to pull 
the bell-rope, and finally decided to follow the footsteps. But, although he ran far, he 
never overtook them; and his shouting was of no avail. The gorge seemed to extend an 
interminable distance. It was as dark as earthly starlight throughout its length, while 
the ghastly green day lay along the upper edge of its precipices. There 58were none of 
the heads, now, below. They were all, it seemed, busily occupied along the upper 
slopes. Looking up, he saw them drifting hither and thither, some hovering stationary, 
some flying swiftly through the air. It reminded him, he said, of “big snowflakes;” only 
these were black and pale green. 

In pursuing the firm, undeviating footsteps that he never overtook, in groping into new 
regions of this endless devil’s dyke, in clambering up and down the pitiless heights, in 
wandering about the summits, and in watching the drifting faces, Plattner states that 
he spent the better part of seven or eight days. He did not keep count, he says. Though 
once or twice he found eyes watching him, he had word with no living soul. He slept 
among the rocks on the hillside. In the gorge things earthly were invisible, because, 
from the earthly standpoint, it was far underground. On the altitudes, so soon as the 
earthly day began, the world became visible to him. He found himself sometimes 
stumbling over the dark-green rocks, or arresting himself on a precipitous brink, while 
all about him the green branches of the Sussexville lanes were swaying; or, again, he 
seemed to be walking through the Sussexville streets, or watching unseen the private 
business of some household. And then it was he discovered, that to almost every 
human being in our world there pertained some of these drifting 59heads: that every 
one in the world is watched intermittently by these helpless disembodiments. 

What are they—these Watchers of the Living? Plattner never learned. But two, that 
presently found and followed him, were like his childhood’s memory of his father and 
mother. Now and then other faces turned their eyes upon him: eyes like those of dead 
people who had swayed him, or injured him, or helped him in his youth and manhood. 
Whenever they looked at him, Plattner was overcome with a strange sense of 



responsibility. To his mother he ventured to speak; but she made no answer. She 
looked sadly, steadfastly, and tenderly—a little reproachfully, too, it seemed—into his 
eyes. 

He simply tells this story: he does not endeavour to explain. We are left to surmise 
who these Watchers of the Living may be, or if they are indeed the Dead, why they 
should so closely and passionately watch a world they have left for ever. It may be—
indeed to my mind it seems just—that, when our life has closed, when evil or good is 
no longer a choice for us, we may still have to witness the working out of the train of 
consequences we have laid. If human souls continue after death, then surely human 
interests continue after death. But that is merely my own guess at the meaning of the 
things seen. Plattner offers no interpretation, for none was given him. It is well the 
reader should understand this clearly. 60Day after day, with his head reeling, he 
wandered about this strange-lit world outside the world, weary and, towards the end, 
weak and hungry. By day—by our earthly day, that is—the ghostly vision of the old 
familiar scenery of Sussexville, all about him, irked and worried him. He could not see 
where to put his feet, and ever and again with a chilly touch one of these Watching 
Souls would come against his face. And after dark the multitude of these Watchers 
about him, and their intent distress, confused his mind beyond describing. A great 
longing to return to the earthly life that was so near and yet so remote consumed him. 
The unearthliness of things about him produced a positively painful mental distress. 
He was worried beyond describing by his own particular followers. He would shout at 
them to desist from staring at him, scold at them, hurry away from them. They were 
always mute and intent. Run as he might over the uneven ground, they followed his 
destinies. 

On the ninth day, towards evening, Plattner heard the invisible footsteps approaching, 
far away down the gorge. He was then wandering over the broad crest of the same hill 
upon which he had fallen in his entry into this strange Other-World of his. He turned to 
hurry down into the gorge, feeling his way hastily, and was arrested by the sight of the 
thing that was happening in a room in a back street near the school. Both of 61the 
people in the room he knew by sight. The windows were open, the blinds up, and the 
setting sun shone clearly into it, so that it came out quite brightly at first, a vivid 
oblong of room, lying like a magic-lantern picture upon the black landscape and the 
livid green dawn. In addition to the sunlight, a candle had just been lit in the room. 

On the bed lay a lank man, his ghastly white face terrible upon the tumbled pillow. His 
clenched hands were raised above his head. A little table beside the bed carried a few 
medicine bottles, some toast and water, and an empty glass. Every now and then the 
lank man’s lips fell apart, to indicate a word he could not articulate. But the woman 



did not notice that he wanted anything, because she was busy turning out papers 
from an old-fashioned bureau in the opposite corner of the room. At first the picture 
was very vivid indeed, but as the green dawn behind it grew brighter and brighter, so it 
became fainter and more and more transparent. 

As the echoing footsteps paced nearer and nearer, those footsteps that sound so loud 
in that Other-World and come so silently in this, Plattner perceived about him a great 
multitude of dim faces gathering together out of the darkness and watching the two 
people in the room. Never before had he seen so many of the Watchers of the Living. A 
multitude had eyes only for the sufferer in the room, another multitude, in 
infinite 62anguish, watched the woman as she hunted with greedy eyes for something 
she could not find. They crowded about Plattner, they came across his sight and 
buffeted his face, the noise of their unavailing regrets was all about him. He saw 
clearly only now and then. At other times the picture quivered dimly, through the veil 
of green reflections upon their movements. In the room it must have been very still, 
and Plattner says the candle flame streamed up into a perfectly vertical line of smoke, 
but in his ears each footfall and its echoes beat like a clap of thunder. And the faces! 
Two, more particularly near the woman’s: one a woman’s also, white and clear-
featured, a face which might have once been cold and hard, but which was now 
softened by the touch of a wisdom strange to earth. The other might have been the 
woman’s father. Both were evidently absorbed in the contemplation of some act of 
hateful meanness, so it seemed, which they could no longer guard against and 
prevent. Behind were others, teachers, it may be, who had taught ill, friends whose 
influence had failed. And over the man, too—a multitude, but none that seemed to be 
parents or teachers! Faces that might once have been coarse, now purged to strength 
by sorrow! And in the forefront one face, a girlish one, neither angry nor remorseful, 
but merely patient and weary, and, as it seemed to Plattner, waiting for relief. His 
powers of description fail him at 63the memory of this multitude of ghastly 
countenances. They gathered on the stroke of the bell. He saw them all in the space of 
a second. It would seem that he was so worked on by his excitement that, quite 
involuntarily, his restless fingers took the bottle of green powder out of his pocket and 
held it before him. But he does not remember that. 

Abruptly the footsteps ceased. He waited for the next, and there was silence, and then 
suddenly, cutting through the unexpected stillness like a keen, thin blade, came the 
first stroke of the bell. At that the multitudinous faces swayed to and fro and a louder 
crying began all about him. The woman did not hear; she was burning something now 
in the candle flame. At the second stroke everything grew dim, and a breath of wind, 
icy cold, blew through the host of watchers. They swirled about him like an eddy of 



dead leaves in the spring, and at the third stroke something was extended through 
them to the bed. You have heard of a beam of light. This was like a beam of darkness, 
and looking again at it, Plattner saw that it was a shadowy arm and hand. 

The green sun was now topping the black desolations of the horizon, and the vision of 
the room was very faint. Plattner could see that the white of the bed struggled, and 
was convulsed; and that the woman looked round over her shoulder at it, startled. 

64The cloud of watchers lifted high like a puff of green dust before the wind, and 
swept swiftly downward towards the temple in the gorge. Then suddenly Plattner 
understood the meaning of the shadowy black arm that stretched across his shoulder 
and clutched its prey. He did not dare turn his head to see the Shadow behind the 
arm. With a violent effort, and covering his eyes, he set himself to run, made, perhaps, 
twenty strides, then slipped on a boulder, and fell. He fell forward on his hands; and 
the bottle smashed and exploded as he touched the ground. 

In another moment he found himself, stunned and bleeding, sitting face to face with 
Lidgett in the old walled garden behind the school. 

There the story of Plattner’s experiences ends. I have resisted, I believe successfully, 
the natural disposition of a writer of fiction to dress up incidents of this sort. I have 
told the thing as far as possible in the order in which Plattner told it to me. I have 
carefully avoided any attempt at style, effect, or construction. It would have been 
easy, for instance, to have worked the scene of the death-bed into a kind of plot in 
which Plattner might have been involved. But, quite apart from the objectionableness 
of falsifying a most extraordinary true story, any such trite devices would spoil, to my 
mind, the peculiar effect of this dark world, with its livid green illumination and its 
drifting 65Watchers of the Living, which, unseen and unapproachable to us, is yet 
lying all about us. 

It remains to add, that a death did actually occur in Vincent Terrace, just beyond the 
school garden, and, so far as can be proved, at the moment of Plattner’s return. 
Deceased was a rate-collector and insurance agent. His widow, who was much 
younger than himself, married last month a Mr. Whymper, a veterinary surgeon of 
Allbeeding. As the portion of this story given here has in various forms circulated orally 
in Sussexville, she has consented to my use of her name, on condition that I make it 
distinctly known that she emphatically contradicts every detail of Plattner’s account 
of her husband’s last moments. She burnt no will, she says, although Plattner never 
accused her of doing so; her husband made but one will, and that just after their 
marriage. Certainly, from a man who had never seen it, Plattner’s account of the 
furniture of the room was curiously accurate. 



One other thing, even at the risk of an irksome repetition, I must insist upon, lest I 
seem to favour the credulous, superstitious view. Plattner’s absence from the world 
for nine days is, I think, proved. But that does not prove his story. It is quite 
conceivable that even outside space hallucinations may be possible. That, at least, 
the reader must bear distinctly in mind. 

66 

THE ARGONAUTS OF THE AIR 

One saw Monson’s flying-machine from the windows of the trains passing either along 
the South-Western main line or along the line between Wimbledon and Worcester 
Park,—to be more exact, one saw the huge scaffoldings which limited the flight of the 
apparatus. They rose over the tree-tops, a massive alley of interlacing iron and timber, 
and an enormous web of ropes and tackle, extending the best part of two miles. From 
the Leatherhead branch this alley was foreshortened and in part hidden by a hill with 
villas; but from the main line one had it in profile, a complex tangle of girders and 
curving bars, very impressive to the excursionists from Portsmouth and Southampton 
and the West. Monson had taken up the work where Maxim had left it, had gone on at 
first with an utter contempt for the journalistic wit and ignorance that had irritated and 
hampered his predecessor, and had spent (it was said) rather more than half his 
immense fortune upon his experiments. The results, to an impatient generation, 
seemed inconsiderable. When some five years had passed after the growth of the 
colossal iron groves at Worcester Park, and Monson still failed to put in a fluttering 
appearance 67over Trafalgar Square, even the Isle of Wight trippers felt their liberty to 
smile. And such intelligent people as did not consider Monson a fool stricken with the 
mania for invention, denounced him as being (for no particular reason) a self-
advertising quack. 

Yet now and again a morning trainload of season-ticket holders would see a white 
monster rush headlong through the airy tracery of guides and bars, and hear the 
further stays, nettings, and buffers snap, creak, and groan with the impact of the blow. 
Then there would be an efflorescence of black-set white-rimmed faces along the 
sides of the train, and the morning papers would be neglected for a vigorous 
discussion of the possibility of flying (in which nothing new was ever said by any 
chance), until the train reached Waterloo, and its cargo of season-ticket holders 
dispersed themselves over London. Or the fathers and mothers in some 
multitudinous train of weary excursionists returning exhausted from a day of rest by 
the sea, would find the dark fabric, standing out against the evening sky, useful in 
diverting some bilious child from its introspection, and be suddenly startled by the 



swift transit of a huge black flapping shape that strained upward against the guides. It 
was a great and forcible thing beyond dispute, and excellent for conversation; yet, all 
the same, it was but flying in leading-strings, and most of those who witnessed 
it 68scarcely counted its flight as flying. More of a switchback it seemed to the run of 
the folk. 

Monson, I say, did not trouble himself very keenly about the opinions of the press at 
first. But possibly he, even, had formed but a poor idea of the time it would take before 
the tactics of flying were mastered, the swift assured adjustment of the big soaring 
shape to every gust and chance movement of the air; nor had he clearly reckoned the 
money this prolonged struggle against gravitation would cost him. And he was not so 
pachydermatous as he seemed. Secretly he had his periodical bundles of cuttings 
sent him by Romeike, he had his periodical reminders from his banker; and if he did 
not mind the initial ridicule and scepticism, he felt the growing neglect as the months 
went by and the money dribbled away. Time was when Monson had sent the 
enterprising journalist, keen after readable matter, empty from his gates. But when the 
enterprising journalist ceased from troubling, Monson was anything but satisfied in 
his heart of hearts. Still day by day the work went on, and the multitudinous subtle 
difficulties of the steering diminished in number. Day by day, too, the money trickled 
away, until his balance was no longer a matter of hundreds of thousands, but of tens. 
And at last came an anniversary. 

Monson, sitting in the little drawing-shed, suddenly noticed the date on Woodhouse’s 
calendar. 

69“It was five years ago to-day that we began,” he said to Woodhouse suddenly. 

“Is it?” said Woodhouse. 

“It’s the alterations play the devil with us,” said Monson, biting a paper-fastener. 

The drawings for the new vans to the hinder screw lay on the table before him as he 
spoke. He pitched the mutilated brass paper-fastener into the waste-paper basket 
and drummed with his fingers. “These alterations! Will the mathematicians ever be 
clever enough to save us all this patching and experimenting. Five years—learning by 
rule of thumb, when one might think that it was possible to calculate the whole thing 
out beforehand. The cost of it! I might have hired three senior wranglers for life. But 
they’d only have developed some beautifully useless theorems in pneumatics. What a 
time it has been, Woodhouse!” 

“These mouldings will take three weeks,” said Woodhouse. “At special prices.” 



“Three weeks!” said Monson, and sat drumming. 

“Three weeks certain,” said Woodhouse, an excellent engineer, but no good as a 
comforter. He drew the sheets towards him and began shading a bar. 

Monson stopped drumming and began to bite his finger-nails, staring the while at 
Woodhouse’s head. 

70“How long have they been calling this Monson’s Folly?” he said suddenly. 

“Oh! Year or so,” said Woodhouse, carelessly, without looking up. 

Monson sucked the air in between his teeth, and went to the window. The stout iron 
columns carrying the elevated rails upon which the start of the machine was made 
rose up close by, and the machine was hidden by the upper edge of the window. 
Through the grove of iron pillars, red painted and ornate with rows of bolts, one had a 
glimpse of the pretty scenery towards Esher. A train went gliding noiselessly across 
the middle distance, its rattle drowned by the hammering of the workmen overhead. 
Monson could imagine the grinning faces at the windows of the carriages. He swore 
savagely under his breath, and dabbed viciously at a blowfly that suddenly became 
noisy on the window-pane. 

“What’s up?” said Woodhouse, staring in surprise at his employer. 

“I’m about sick of this.” 

Woodhouse scratched his cheek. “Oh!” he said, after an assimilating pause. He 
pushed the drawing away from him. 

“Here these fools—I’m trying to conquer a new element—trying to do a thing that will 
revolutionise life. And instead of taking an intelligent interest, they grin and make their 
stupid jokes, and call me and my appliances names.” 

71“Asses!” said Woodhouse, letting his eye fall again on the drawing. 

The epithet, curiously enough, made Monson wince. “I’m about sick of it, Woodhouse, 
anyhow,” he said, after a pause. 

Woodhouse shrugged his shoulders. 

“There’s nothing for it but patience, I suppose,” said Monson, sticking his hands in his 
pockets. “I’ve started. I’ve made my bed, and I’ve got to lie on it. I can’t go back. I’ll see 
it through, and spend every penny I have and every penny I can borrow. But I tell you, 
Woodhouse, I’m infernally sick of it, all the same. If I’d paid a tenth part of the money 
towards some political greaser’s expenses—I’d have been a baronet before this.” 



Monson paused. Woodhouse stared in front of him with a blank expression he always 
employed to indicate sympathy, and tapped his pencil-case on the table. Monson 
stared at him for a minute. 

“Oh, damn!” said Monson, suddenly, and abruptly rushed out of the room. 

Woodhouse continued his sympathetic rigour for perhaps half a minute. Then he 
sighed and resumed the shading of the drawings. Something had evidently upset 
Monson. Nice chap, and generous, but difficult to get on with. It was the way with 
every amateur who had anything to do with engineering—wanted everything finished 
at 72once. But Monson had usually the patience of the expert. Odd he was so irritable. 
Nice and round that aluminium rod did look now! Woodhouse threw back his head, 
and put it, first this side and then that, to appreciate his bit of shading better. 

“Mr. Woodhouse,” said Hooper, the foreman of the labourers, putting his head in at the 
door. 

“Hullo!” said Woodhouse, without turning round. 

“Nothing happened, sir?” said Hooper. 

“Happened?” said Woodhouse. 

“The governor just been up the rails swearing like a tornader.” 

“Oh!” said Woodhouse. 

“It ain’t like him, sir.” 

“No?” 

“And I was thinking perhaps—” 

“Don’t think,” said Woodhouse, still admiring the drawings. 

Hooper knew Woodhouse, and he shut the door suddenly with a vicious slam. 
Woodhouse stared stonily before him for some further minutes, and then made an 
ineffectual effort to pick his teeth with his pencil. Abruptly he desisted, pitched that 
old, tried, and stumpy servitor across the room, got up, stretched himself, and 
followed Hooper. 

He looked ruffled—it was visible to every workman he met. When a millionaire who 
has been spending thousands on experiments that employ 73quite a little army of 
people suddenly indicates that he is sick of the undertaking, there is almost invariably 
a certain amount of mental friction in the ranks of the little army he employs. And even 



before he indicates his intentions there are speculations and murmurs, a watching of 
faces and a study of straws. Hundreds of people knew before the day was out that 
Monson was ruffled, Woodhouse ruffled, Hooper ruffled. A workman’s wife, for 
instance (whom Monson had never seen), decided to keep her money in the savings-
bank instead of buying a velveteen dress. So far-reaching are even the casual curses 
of a millionaire. 

Monson found a certain satisfaction in going on the works and behaving disagreeably 
to as many people as possible. After a time even that palled upon him, and he rode off 
the grounds, to every one’s relief there, and through the lanes south-eastward, to the 
infinite tribulation of his house steward at Cheam. 

And the immediate cause of it all, the little grain of annoyance that had suddenly 
precipitated all this discontent with his life-work was—these trivial things that direct 
all our great decisions!—half a dozen ill-considered remarks made by a pretty girl, 
prettily dressed, with a beautiful voice and something more than prettiness in her soft 
grey eyes. And of these half-dozen remarks, two words especially—“Monson’s Folly.” 
She had 74felt she was behaving charmingly to Monson; she reflected the next day 
how exceptionally effective she had been, and no one would have been more amazed 
than she, had she learned the effect she had left on Monson’s mind. I hope, 
considering everything, that she never knew. 

“How are you getting on with your flying-machine?” she asked. (“I wonder if I shall ever 
meet any one with the sense not to ask that,” thought Monson.) “It will be very 
dangerous at first, will it not?” (“Thinks I’m afraid.”) “Jorgon is going to play presently; 
have you heard him before?” (“My mania being attended to, we turn to rational 
conversation.”) Gush about Jorgon; gradual decline of conversation, ending with—
“You must let me know when your flying-machine is finished, Mr. Monson, and then I 
will consider the advisability of taking a ticket.” (“One would think I was still playing 
inventions in the nursery.”) But the bitterest thing she said was not meant for 
Monson’s ears. To Phlox, the novelist, she was always conscientiously brilliant. “I have 
been talking to Mr. Monson, and he can think of nothing, positively nothing, but that 
flying-machine of his. Do you know, all his workmen call that place of his ‘Monson’s 
Folly’? He is quite impossible. It is really very, very sad. I always regard him myself in 
the light of sunken treasure—the Lost Millionaire, you know.” 

75She was pretty and well educated,—indeed, she had written an epigrammatic 
novelette; but the bitterness was that she was typical. She summarised what the 
world thought of the man who was working sanely, steadily, and surely towards a more 
tremendous revolution in the appliances of civilisation, a more far-reaching alteration 



in the ways of humanity than has ever been effected since history began. They did not 
even take him seriously. In a little while he would be proverbial. “I must fly now,” he 
said on his way home, smarting with a sense of absolute social failure. “I must fly 
soon. If it doesn’t come off soon, by God! I shall run amuck.” 

He said that before he had gone through his pass-book and his litter of papers. 
Inadequate as the cause seems, it was that girl’s voice and the expression of her eyes 
that precipitated his discontent. But certainly the discovery that he had no longer even 
one hundred thousand pounds’ worth of realisable property behind him was the 
poison that made the wound deadly. 

It was the next day after this that he exploded upon Woodhouse and his workmen, and 
thereafter his bearing was consistently grim for three weeks, and anxiety dwelt in 
Cheam and Ewell, Malden, Morden, and Worcester Park, places that had thriven 
mightily on his experiments. 

Four weeks after that first swearing of his, he stood with Woodhouse by the 
reconstructed 76machine as it lay across the elevated railway, by means of which it 
gained its initial impetus. The new propeller glittered a brighter white than the rest of 
the machine, and a gilder, obedient to a whim of Monson’s, was picking out the 
aluminium bars with gold. And looking down the long avenue between the ropes 
(gilded now with the sunset), one saw red signals, and two miles away an anthill of 
workmen busy altering the last falls of the run into a rising slope. 

“I’ll come,” said Woodhouse. “I’ll come right enough. But I tell you it’s infernally 
foolhardy. If only you would give another year—” 

“I tell you I won’t. I tell you the thing works. I’ve given years enough—” 

“It’s not that,” said Woodhouse. “We’re all right with the machine. But it’s the 
steering—” 

“Haven’t I been rushing, night and morning, backwards and forwards, through this 
squirrel’s cage? If the thing steers true here, it will steer true all across England. It’s 
just funk, I tell you, Woodhouse. We could have gone a year ago. And besides—” 

“Well?” said Woodhouse. 

“The money!” snapped Monson, over his shoulder. 

“Hang it! I never thought of the money,” said Woodhouse, and then, speaking now in a 
very different tone to that with which he had said the words before, he repeated, “I’ll 
come. Trust me.” 



77Monson turned suddenly, and saw all that Woodhouse had not the dexterity to say, 
shining on his sunset-lit face. He looked for a moment, then impulsively extended his 
hand. “Thanks,” he said. 

“All right,” said Woodhouse, gripping the hand, and with a queer softening of his 
features. “Trust me.” 

Then both men turned to the big apparatus that lay with its flat wings extended upon 
the carrier, and stared at it meditatively. Monson, guided perhaps by a photographic 
study of the flight of birds, and by Lilienthal’s methods, had gradually drifted from 
Maxim’s shapes towards the bird form again. The thing, however, was driven by a huge 
screw behind in the place of the tail; and so hovering, which needs an almost vertical 
adjustment of a flat tail, was rendered impossible. The body of the machine was 
small, almost cylindrical, and pointed. Forward and aft on the pointed ends were two 
small petroleum engines for the screw, and the navigators sat deep in a canoe-like 
recess, the foremost one steering, and being protected by a low screen, with two 
plate-glass windows, from the blinding rush of air. On either side a monstrous flat 
framework with a curved front border could be adjusted so as either to lie horizontally, 
or to be tilted upward or down. These wings worked rigidly together, or, by releasing a 
pin, one could 78be tilted through a small angle independently of its fellow. The front 
edge of either wing could also be shifted back so as to diminish the wing-area about 
one-sixth. The machine was not only not designed to hover, but it was also incapable 
of fluttering. Monson’s idea was to get into the air with the initial rush of the 
apparatus, and then to skim, much as a playingcard may be skimmed, keeping up the 
rush by means of the screw at the stern. Rooks and gulls fly enormous distances in 
that way with scarcely a perceptible movement of the wings. The bird really drives 
along on an aërial switchback. It glides slanting downward for a space, until it has 
gained considerable momentum, and then altering the inclination of its wings, glides 
up again almost to its original altitude. Even a Londoner who has watched the birds in 
the aviary in Regent’s Park knows that. 

But the bird is practising this art from the moment it leaves its nest. It has not only the 
perfect apparatus, but the perfect instinct to use it. A man off his feet has the poorest 
skill in balancing. Even the simple trick of the bicycle costs him some hours of labour. 
The instantaneous adjustments of the wings, the quick response to a passing breeze, 
the swift recovery of equilibrium, the giddy, eddying movements that require such 
absolute precision—all that he must learn, learn with infinite labour and 79infinite 
danger, if ever he is to conquer flying. The flying-machine that will start off some fine 
day, driven by neat “little levers,” with a nice open deck like a liner, and all loaded up 
with bomb-shells and guns, is the easy dreaming of a literary man. In lives and in 



treasure the cost of the conquest of the empire of the air may even exceed all that has 
been spent in man’s great conquest of the sea. Certainly it will be costlier than the 
greatest war that has ever devastated the world. 

No one knew these things better than these two practical men. And they knew they 
were in the front rank of the coming army. Yet there is hope even in a forlorn hope. Men 
are killed outright in the reserves sometimes, while others who have been left for dead 
in the thickest corner crawl out and survive. 

“If we miss these meadows—” said Woodhouse, presently in his slow way. 

“My dear chap,” said Monson, whose spirits had been rising fitfully during the last few 
days, “we mustn’t miss these meadows. There’s a quarter of a square mile for us to 
hit, fences removed, ditches levelled. We shall come down all right—rest assured. 
And if we don’t—” 

“Ah!” said Woodhouse. “If we don’t!” 

Before the day of the start, the newspaper people got wind of the alterations at the 
northward end of the framework, and Monson was cheered by a 80decided change in 
the comments Romeike forwarded him. “He will be off some day,” said the papers. 
“He will be off some day,” said the South-Western season-ticket holders one to 
another; the seaside excursionists, the Saturday-to-Monday trippers from Sussex and 
Hampshire and Dorset and Devon, the eminent literary people from Hazlemere, all 
remarked eagerly one to another, “He will be off some day,” as the familiar scaffolding 
came in sight. And actually, one bright morning, in full view of the ten-past-ten train 
from Basingstoke, Monson’s flying-machine started on its journey. 

They saw the carrier running swiftly along its rail, and the white-and-gold screw 
spinning in the air. They heard the rapid rumble of wheels, and a thud as the carrier 
reached the buffers at the end of its run. Then a whirr as the flying-machine was shot 
forward into the networks. All that the majority of them had seen and heard before. 
The thing went with a drooping flight through the framework and rose again, and then 
every beholder shouted, or screamed, or yelled, or shrieked after his kind. For instead 
of the customary concussion and stoppage, the flying-machine flew out of its five 
years’ cage like a bolt from a crossbow, and drove slantingly upward into the air, 
curved round a little, so as to cross the line, and soared in the direction of Wimbledon 
Common. 

It seemed to hang momentarily in the air and 81grow smaller, then it ducked and 
vanished over the clustering blue tree-tops to the east of Coombe Hill, and no one 
stopped staring and gasping until long after it had disappeared. 



That was what the people in the train from Basingstoke saw. If you had drawn a line 
down the middle of that train, from engine to guard’s van, you would not have found a 
living soul on the opposite side to the flying-machine. It was a mad rush from window 
to window as the thing crossed the line. And the engine-driver and stoker never took 
their eyes off the low hills about Wimbledon, and never noticed that they had run 
clean through Coombe and Malden and Raynes Park, until, with returning animation, 
they found themselves pelting, at the most indecent pace, into Wimbledon station. 

From the moment when Monson had started the carrier with a “Now!” neither he nor 
Woodhouse said a word. Both men sat with clenched teeth. Monson had crossed the 
line with a curve that was too sharp, and Woodhouse had opened and shut his white 
lips; but neither spoke. Woodhouse simply gripped his seat, and breathed sharply 
through his teeth, watching the blue country to the west rushing past, and down, and 
away from him. Monson knelt at his post forward, and his hands trembled on the 
spoked wheel that moved the wings. He could see nothing before him but a mass of 
white clouds in the sky. 

82The machine went slanting upward, travelling with an enormous speed still, but 
losing momentum every moment. The land ran away underneath with diminishing 
speed. 

“Now!” said Woodhouse at last, and with a violent effort Monson wrenched over the 
wheel and altered the angle of the wings. The machine seemed to hang for half a 
minute motionless in mid-air, and then he saw the hazy blue house-covered hills of 
Kilburn and Hampstead jump up before his eyes and rise steadily, until the little sunlit 
dome of the Albert Hall appeared through his windows. For a moment he scarcely 
understood the meaning of this upward rush of the horizon, but as the nearer and 
nearer houses came into view, he realised what he had done. He had turned the wings 
over too far, and they were swooping steeply downward towards the Thames. 

The thought, the question, the realisation were all the business of a second of time. 
“Too much!” gasped Woodhouse. Monson brought the wheel half-way back with a 
jerk, and forthwith the Kilburn and Hampstead ridge dropped again to the lower edge 
of his windows. They had been a thousand feet above Coombe and Malden station; 
fifty seconds after they whizzed, at a frightful pace, not eighty feet above the East 
Putney station, on the Metropolitan District line, to the screaming astonishment of a 
platform full of people. Monson flung up the vans against the air, and over Fulham 
they 83rushed up their atmospheric switchback again, steeply—too steeply. The 
’busses went floundering across the Fulham Road, the people yelled. 



Then down again, too steeply still, and the distant trees and houses about Primrose 
Hill leapt up across Monson’s window, and then suddenly he saw straight before him 
the greenery of Kensington Gardens and the towers of the Imperial Institute. They were 
driving straight down upon South Kensington. The pinnacles of the Natural History 
Museum rushed up into view. There came one fatal second of swift thought, a 
moment of hesitation. Should he try and clear the towers, or swerve eastward? 

He made a hesitating attempt to release the right wing, left the catch half released, 
and gave a frantic clutch at the wheel. 

The nose of the machine seemed to leap up before him. The wheel pressed his hand 
with irresistible force, and jerked itself out of his control. 

Woodhouse, sitting crouched together, gave a hoarse cry, and sprang up towards 
Monson. “Too far!” he cried, and then he was clinging to the gunwale for dear life, and 
Monson had been jerked clean overhead, and was falling backwards upon him. 

So swiftly had the thing happened that barely a quarter of the people going to and fro 
in Hyde Park, and Brompton Road, and the Exhibition 84Road saw anything of the 
aërial catastrophe. A distant winged shape had appeared above the clustering houses 
to the south, had fallen and risen, growing larger as it did so; had swooped swiftly 
down towards the Imperial Institute, a broad spread of flying wings, had swept round 
in a quarter circle, dashed eastward, and then suddenly sprang vertically into the air. A 
black object shot out of it, and came spinning downward. A man! Two men clutching 
each other! They came whirling down, separated as they struck the roof of the 
Students’ Club, and bounded off into the green bushes on its southward side. 

For perhaps half a minute, the pointed stem of the big machine still pierced vertically 
upward, the screw spinning desperately. For one brief instant, that yet seemed an age 
to all who watched, it had hung motionless in mid-air. Then a spout of yellow flame 
licked up its length from the stern engine, and swift, swifter, swifter, and flaring like a 
rocket, it rushed down upon the solid mass of masonry which was formerly the Royal 
College of Science. The big screw of white and gold touched the parapet, and 
crumpled up like wet linen. Then the blazing spindle-shaped body smashed and 
splintered, smashing and splintering in its fall, upon the north-westward angle of the 
building. 

But the crash, the flame of blazing paraffin that shot heavenward from the shattered 
engines of the machine, the crushed horrors that were found in 85the garden beyond 
the Students’ Club, the masses of yellow parapet and red brick that fell headlong into 
the roadway, the running to and fro of people like ants in a broken anthill, the galloping 



of fire-engines, the gathering of crowds—all these things do not belong to this story, 
which was written only to tell how the first of all successful flying-machines was 
launched and flew. Though he failed, and failed disastrously, the record of Monson’s 
work remains—a sufficient monument—to guide the next of that band of gallant 
experimentalists who will sooner or later master this great problem of flying. And 
between Worcester Park and Malden there still stands that portentous avenue of iron-
work, rusting now, and dangerous here and there, to witness to the first desperate 
struggle for man’s right of way through the air. 

86 

THE STORY OF THE LATE MR. ELVESHAM 

I set this story down, not expecting it will be believed, but, if possible, to prepare a way 
of escape for the next victim. He, perhaps, may profit by my misfortune. My own case, 
I know, is hopeless, and I am now in some measure prepared to meet my fate. 

My name is Edward George Eden. I was born at Trentham, in Staffordshire, my father 
being employed in the gardens there. I lost my mother when I was three years old, and 
my father when I was five, my uncle, George Eden, then adopting me as his own son. 
He was a single man, self-educated, and well known in Birmingham as an enterprising 
journalist; he educated me generously, fired my ambition to succeed in the world, and 
at his death, which happened four years ago, left me his entire fortune, a matter of 
about five hundred pounds after all outgoing charges were paid. I was then eighteen. 
He advised me in his will to expend the money in completing my education. I had 
already chosen the profession of medicine, and through his posthumous generosity, 
and my good fortune in a scholarship competition, I became a medical student 
at 87University College, London. At the time of the beginning of my story I lodged at 
11A University Street, in a little upper room, very shabbily furnished, and draughty, 
overlooking the back of Shoolbred’s premises. I used this little room both to live in and 
sleep in, because I was anxious to eke out my means to the very last shillingsworth. 

I was taking a pair of shoes to be mended at a shop in the Tottenham Court Road when 
I first encountered the little old man with the yellow face, with whom my life has now 
become so inextricably entangled. He was standing on the kerb, and staring at the 
number on the door in a doubtful way, as I opened it. His eyes—they were dull grey 
eyes, and reddish under the rims—fell to my face, and his countenance immediately 
assumed an expression of corrugated amiability. 

“You come,” he said, “apt to the moment. I had forgotten the number of your house. 
How do you do, Mr. Eden?” 



I was a little astonished at his familiar address, for I had never set eyes on the man 
before. I was a little annoyed, too, at his catching me with my boots under my arm. He 
noticed my lack of cordiality. 

“Wonder who the deuce I am, eh? A friend, let me assure you. I have seen you before, 
though you haven’t seen me. Is there anywhere where I can talk to you?” 

88I hesitated. The shabbiness of my room upstairs was not a matter for every stranger. 
“Perhaps,” said I, “we might walk down the street. I’m unfortunately prevented—” My 
gesture explained the sentence before I had spoken it. 

“The very thing,” he said, and faced this way and then that. “The street? Which way 
shall we go?” I slipped my boots down in the passage. “Look here!” he said abruptly; 
“this business of mine is a rigmarole. Come and lunch with me, Mr. Eden. I’m an old 
man, a very old man, and not good at explanations, and what with my piping voice and 
the clatter of the traffic—” 

He laid a persuasive, skinny hand that trembled a little upon my arm. 

I was not so old that an old man might not treat me to a lunch. Yet at the same time I 
was not altogether pleased by this abrupt invitation. “I had rather—” I began. 
“But I had rather,” he said, catching me up, “and a certain civility is surely due to my 
grey hairs.” And so I consented, and went with him. 

He took me to Blavitski’s; I had to walk slowly to accommodate myself to his paces; 
and over such a lunch as I had never tasted before, he fended off my leading 
questions, and I took a better note of his appearance. His clean-shaven face was lean 
and wrinkled, his shrivelled lips fell over a set of false teeth, and his white hair was 
thin and rather long; he seemed small to me,—though, 89indeed, most people 
seemed small to me,—and his shoulders were rounded and bent. And watching him, I 
could not help but observe that he too was taking note of me, running his eyes, with a 
curious touch of greed in them, over me, from my broad shoulders to my sun-tanned 
hands, and up to my freckled face again. “And now,” said he, as we lit our cigarettes, “I 
must tell you of the business in hand. 

“I must tell you, then, that I am an old man, a very old man.” He paused momentarily. 
“And it happens that I have money that I must presently be leaving, and never a child 
have I to leave it to.” I thought of the confidence trick, and resolved I would be on the 
alert for the vestiges of my five hundred pounds. He proceeded to enlarge on his 
loneliness, and the trouble he had to find a proper disposition of his money. “I have 
weighed this plan and that plan, charities, institutions, and scholarships, and 
libraries, and I have come to this conclusion at last,”—he fixed his eyes on my face,—



“that I will find some young fellow, ambitious, pure-minded, and poor, healthy in body 
and healthy in mind, and, in short, make him my heir, give him all that I have.” He 
repeated, “Give him all that I have. So that he will suddenly be lifted out of all the 
trouble and struggle in which his sympathies have been educated, to freedom and 
influence.” 

I tried to seem disinterested. With a transparent 90hypocrisy, I said, “And you want my 
help, my professional services, maybe, to find that person.” 

He smiled, and looked at me over his cigarette, and I laughed at his quiet exposure of 
my modest pretence. 

“What a career such a man might have!” he said. “It fills me with envy to think how I 
have accumulated that another man may spend— 

“But there are conditions, of course, burdens to be imposed. He must, for instance, 
take my name. You cannot expect everything without some return. And I must go into 
all the circumstances of his life before I can accept him. He must be sound. I must 
know his heredity, how his parents and grandparents died, have the strictest inquiries 
made into his private morals—” 

This modified my secret congratulations a little. “And do I understand,” said I, “that I—
?” 

“Yes,” he said, almost fiercely. “You. You.” 

I answered never a word. My imagination was dancing wildly, my innate scepticism 
was useless to modify its transports. There was not a particle of gratitude in my 
mind—I did not know what to say nor how to say it. “But why me in particular?” I said 
at last. 

He had chanced to hear of me from Professor Haslar, he said, as a typically sound and 
sane young man, and he wished, as far as possible, to leave his money where health 
and integrity were assured. 

91That was my first meeting with the little old man. He was mysterious about himself; 
he would not give his name yet, he said, and after I had answered some questions of 
his, he left me at the Blavitski portal. I noticed that he drew a handful of gold coins 
from his pocket when it came to paying for the lunch. His insistence upon bodily 
health was curious. In accordance with an arrangement we had made I applied that 
day for a life policy in the Loyal Insurance Company for a large sum, and I was 
exhaustively overhauled by the medical advisers of that company in the subsequent 
week. Even that did not satisfy him, and he insisted I must be re-examined by the great 



Dr. Henderson. It was Friday in Whitsun week before he came to a decision. He called 
me down, quite late in the evening,—nearly nine it was,—from cramming chemical 
equations for my Preliminary Scientific examination. He was standing in the passage 
under the feeble gas lamp, and his face was a grotesque interplay of shadows. He 
seemed more bowed than when I had first seen him, and his cheeks had sunk in a 
little. 

His voice shook with emotion. “Everything is satisfactory, Mr. Eden,” he said. 
“Everything is quite, quite satisfactory. And this night of all nights, you must dine with 
me and celebrate your—accession.” He was interrupted by a cough. “You won’t have 
long to wait, either,” he said, 92wiping his handkerchief across his lips, and gripping 
my hand with his long bony claw that was disengaged. “Certainly not very long to 
wait.” 

We went into the street and called a cab. I remember every incident of that drive 
vividly, the swift, easy motion, the vivid contrast of gas, and oil, and electric light, the 
crowds of people in the streets, the place in Regent Street to which we went, and the 
sumptuous dinner we were served there. I was disconcerted at first by the well-
dressed waiters’ glances at my rough clothes, bothered by the stones of the olives, but 
as the champagne warmed my blood, my confidence revived. At first the old man 
talked of himself. He had already told me his name in the cab; he was Egbert 
Elvesham, the great philosopher, whose name I had known since I was a lad at school. 
It seemed incredible to me that this man, whose intelligence had so early dominated 
mine, this great abstraction, should suddenly realise itself as this decrepit, familiar 
figure. I daresay every young fellow who has suddenly fallen among celebrities has felt 
something of my disappointment. He told me now of the future that the feeble 
streams of his life would presently leave dry for me, houses, copyrights, investments; I 
had never suspected that philosophers were so rich. He watched me drink and eat 
with a touch of envy. “What a capacity for living you have!” 93he said; and then, with a 
sigh, a sigh of relief I could have thought it, “It will not be long.” 

“Ay,” said I, my head swimming now with champagne; “I have a future perhaps—of a 
passing agreeable sort, thanks to you. I shall now have the honour of your name. But 
you have a past. Such a past as is worth all my future.” 

He shook his head and smiled, as I thought, with half-sad appreciation of my flattering 
admiration. “That future,” he said, “would you in truth change it?” The waiter came 
with liqueurs. “You will not perhaps mind taking my name, taking my position, but 
would you indeed—willingly—take my years?” 

“With your achievements,” said I, gallantly. 



He smiled again. “Kummel—both,” he said to the waiter, and turned his attention to a 
little paper packet he had taken from his pocket. “This hour,” said he, “this after-dinner 
hour is the hour of small things. Here is a scrap of my unpublished wisdom.” He 
opened the packet with his shaking yellow fingers, and showed a little pinkish powder 
on the paper. “This,” said he—“well, you must guess what it is. But Kummel—put but a 
dash of this powder in it—is Himmel.” His large greyish eyes watched mine with an 
inscrutable expression. 

It was a bit of a shock to me to find this great teacher gave his mind to the flavour of 
liqueurs. 94However, I feigned a great interest in his weakness, for I was drunk enough 
for such small sycophancy. 

He parted the powder between the little glasses, and, rising suddenly, with a strange, 
unexpected dignity, held out his hand towards me. I imitated his action, and the 
glasses rang. “To a quick succession,” said he, and raised his glass towards his lips. 

“Not that,” I said hastily. “Not that.” 

He paused, with the liqueur at the level of his chin, and his eyes blazing into mine. 

“To a long life,” said I. 

He hesitated. “To a long life,” said he, with a sudden bark of laughter, and with eyes 
fixed on one another we tilted the little glasses. His eyes looked straight into mine, and 
as I drained the stuff off, I felt a curiously intense sensation. The first touch of it set my 
brain in a furious tumult; I seemed to feel an actual physical stirring in my skull, and a 
seething humming filled my ears. I did not notice the flavour in my mouth, the aroma 
that filled my throat; I saw only the grey intensity of his gaze that burnt into mine. The 
draught, the mental confusion, the noise and stirring in my head, seemed to last an 
interminable time. Curious vague impressions of half-forgotten things danced and 
vanished on the edge of my consciousness. At last he broke the spell. With a sudden 
explosive sigh he put down his glass. 

95“Well?” he said. 

“It’s glorious,” said I, though I had not tasted the stuff. 

My head was spinning. I sat down. My brain was chaos. Then my perception grew clear 
and minute as though I saw things in a concave mirror. His manner seemed to have 
changed into something nervous and hasty. He pulled out his watch and grimaced at 
it. “Eleven-seven! And to-night I must—Seven—twenty-five. Waterloo! I must go at 
once.” He called for the bill, and struggled with his coat. Officious waiters came to our 
assistance. In another moment I was wishing him good-bye, over the apron of a cab, 



and still with an absurd feeling of minute distinctness, as though—how can I express 
it?—I not only saw but felt through an inverted opera-glass. 

“That stuff,” he said. He put his hand to his forehead. “I ought not to have given it to 
you. It will make your head split to-morrow. Wait a minute. Here.” He handed me out a 
little flat thing like a seidlitz-powder. “Take that in water as you are going to bed. The 
other thing was a drug. Not till you’re ready to go to bed, mind. It will clear your head. 
That’s all. One more shake—Futurus!” 

I gripped his shrivelled claw. “Good-bye,” he said, and by the droop of his eyelids I 
judged he too was a little under the influence of that brain-twisting cordial. 

96He recollected something else with a start, felt in his breast-pocket, and produced 
another packet, this time a cylinder the size and shape of a shaving-stick. “Here,” said 
he. “I’d almost forgotten. Don’t open this until I come to-morrow—but take it now.” 

It was so heavy that I well-nigh dropped it. “All ri’!” said I, and he grinned at me through 
the cab-window as the cabman flicked his horse into wakefulness. It was a white 
packet he had given me, with red seals at either end and along its edge. “If this isn’t 
money,” said I, “it’s platinum or lead.” 

I stuck it with elaborate care into my pocket, and with a whirling brain walked home 
through the Regent Street loiterers and the dark back streets beyond Portland Road. I 
remember the sensations of that walk very vividly, strange as they were. I was still so 
far myself that I could notice my strange mental state, and wonder whether this stuff I 
had had was opium—a drug beyond my experience. It is hard now to describe the 
peculiarity of my mental strangeness—mental doubling vaguely expresses it. As I was 
walking up Regent Street I found in my mind a queer persuasion that it was Waterloo 
station, and had an odd impulse to get into the Polytechnic as a man might get into a 
train. I put a knuckle in my eye, and it was Regent Street. How can I express it? You see 
a skilful actor looking 97quietly at you, he pulls a grimace, and lo!—another person. Is 
it too extravagant if I tell you that it seemed to me as if Regent Street had, for the 
moment, done that? Then, being persuaded it was Regent Street again, I was oddly 
muddled about some fantastic reminiscences that cropped up. “Thirty years ago,” 
thought I, “it was here that I quarrelled with my brother.” Then I burst out laughing, to 
the astonishment and encouragement of a group of night prowlers. Thirty years ago I 
did not exist, and never in my life had I boasted a brother. The stuff was surely liquid 
folly, for the poignant regret for that lost brother still clung to me. Along Portland Road 
the madness took another turn. I began to recall vanished shops, and to compare the 
street with what it used to be. Confused, troubled thinking is comprehensible enough 
after the drink I had taken, but what puzzled me were these curiously vivid phantasm 



memories that had crept into my mind, and not only the memories that had crept in, 
but also the memories that had slipped out. I stopped opposite Stevens’, the natural 
history dealer’s, and cudgelled my brains to think what he had to do with me. A ‘bus 
went by, and sounded exactly like the rumbling of a train. I seemed to be dipped into 
some dark, remote pit for the recollection. “Of course,” said I, at last, “he has 
promised me three frogs to-morrow. Odd I should have forgotten.” 

98Do they still show children dissolving views? In those I remember one view would 
begin like a faint ghost, and grow and oust another. In just that way it seemed to me 
that a ghostly set of new sensations was struggling with those of my ordinary self. 

I went on through Euston Road to Tottenham Court Road, puzzled, and a little 
frightened, and scarcely noticed the unusual way I was taking, for commonly I used to 
cut through the intervening network of back streets. I turned into University Street, to 
discover that I had forgotten my number. Only by a strong effort did I recall 11A, and 
even then it seemed to me that it was a thing some forgotten person had told me. I 
tried to steady my mind by recalling the incidents of the dinner, and for the life of me I 
could conjure up no picture of my host’s face; I saw him only as a shadowy outline, as 
one might see oneself reflected in a window through which one was looking. In his 
place, however, I had a curious exterior vision of myself sitting at a table, flushed, 
bright-eyed, and talkative. 

“I must take this other powder,” said I. “This is getting impossible.” 

I tried the wrong side of the hall for my candle and the matches, and had a doubt of 
which landing my room might be on. “I’m drunk,” I said, “that’s certain,” and blundered 
needlessly on the staircase to sustain the proposition. 

99At the first glance my room seemed unfamiliar. “What rot!” I said, and stared about 
me. I seemed to bring myself back by the effort, and the odd phantasmal quality 
passed into the concrete familiar. There was the old glass still, with my notes on the 
albumens stuck in the corner of the frame, my old everyday suit of clothes pitched 
about the floor. And yet it was not so real after all. I felt an idiotic persuasion trying to 
creep into my mind, as it were, that I was in a railway carriage in a train just stopping, 
that I was peering out of the window at some unknown station. I gripped the bed-rail 
firmly to reassure myself. “It’s clairvoyance, perhaps,” I said. “I must write to the 
Psychical Research Society.” 

I put the rouleau on my dressing-table, sat on my bed and began to take off my boots. 
It was as if the picture of my present sensations was painted over some other picture 
that was trying to show through. “Curse it!” said I; “my wits are going, or am I in two 



places at once?” Half-undressed, I tossed the powder into a glass and drank it off. It 
effervesced, and became a fluorescent amber colour. Before I was in bed my mind 
was already tranquillised. I felt the pillow at my cheek, and thereupon I must have 
fallen asleep. 

I awoke abruptly out of a dream of strange beasts, and found myself lying on my back. 
Probably every one knows that dismal, emotional 100dream from which one escapes, 
awake indeed, but strangely cowed. There was a curious taste in my mouth, a tired 
feeling in my limbs, a sense of cutaneous discomfort. I lay with my head motionless 
on my pillow, expecting that my feeling of strangeness and terror would probably pass 
away, and that I should then doze off again to sleep. But instead of that, my uncanny 
sensations increased. At first I could perceive nothing wrong about me. There was a 
faint light in the room, so faint that it was the very next thing to darkness, and the 
furniture stood out in it as vague blots of absolute darkness. I stared with my eyes just 
over the bedclothes. 

It came into my mind that some one had entered the room to rob me of my rouleau of 
money, but after lying for some moments, breathing regularly to simulate sleep, I 
realised this was mere fancy. Nevertheless, the uneasy assurance of something wrong 
kept fast hold of me. With an effort I raised my head from the pillow, and peered about 
me at the dark. What it was I could not conceive. I looked at the dim shapes around 
me, the greater and lesser darknesses that indicated curtains, table, fireplace, 
bookshelves, and so forth. Then I began to perceive something unfamiliar in the forms 
of the darkness. Had the bed turned round? Yonder should be the bookshelves, and 
something shrouded and pallid rose there, something that would not answer 
to 101the bookshelves, however I looked at it. It was far too big to be my shirt thrown 
on a chair. 

Overcoming a childish terror, I threw back the bedclothes and thrust my leg out of 
bed. Instead of coming out of my truckle-bed upon the floor, I found my foot scarcely 
reached the edge of the mattress. I made another step, as it were, and sat up on the 
edge of the bed. By the side of my bed should be the candle, and the matches upon 
the broken chair. I put out my hand and touched—nothing. I waved my hand in the 
darkness, and it came against some heavy hanging, soft and thick in texture, which 
gave a rustling noise at my touch. I grasped this and pulled it; it appeared to be a 
curtain suspended over the head of my bed. 

I was now thoroughly awake, and beginning to realise that I was in a strange room. I 
was puzzled. I tried to recall the overnight circumstances, and I found them now, 
curiously enough, vivid in my memory: the supper, my reception of the little packages, 



my wonder whether I was intoxicated, my slow undressing, the coolness to my 
flushed face of my pillow. I felt a sudden distrust. Was that last night, or the night 
before? At any rate, this room was strange to me, and I could not imagine how I had 
got into it. The dim, pallid outline was growing paler, and I perceived it was a window, 
with the dark shape of an oval toilet-glass against the weak intimation of the 102dawn 
that filtered through the blind. I stood up, and was surprised by a curious feeling of 
weakness and unsteadiness. With trembling hands outstretched, I walked slowly 
towards the window, getting, nevertheless, a bruise on the knee from a chair by the 
way. I fumbled round the glass, which was large, with handsome brass sconces, to 
find the blind-cord. I could not find any. By chance I took hold of the tassel, and with 
the click of a spring the blind ran up. 

I found myself looking out upon a scene that was altogether strange to me. The night 
was overcast, and through the flocculent grey of the heaped clouds there filtered a 
faint half-light of dawn. Just at the edge of the sky, the cloud-canopy had a blood-red 
rim. Below, everything was dark and indistinct, dim hills in the distance, a vague mass 
of buildings running up into pinnacles, trees like spilt ink, and below the window a 
tracery of black bushes and pale grey paths. It was so unfamiliar that for the moment I 
thought myself still dreaming. I felt the toilet-table; it appeared to be made of some 
polished wood, and was rather elaborately furnished—there were little cut-glass 
bottles and a brush upon it. There was also a queer little object, horse-shoe-shaped it 
felt, with smooth, hard projections, lying in a saucer. I could find no matches nor 
candlestick. 

I turned my eyes to the room again. Now the blind was up, faint spectres of its 
furnishing came 103out of the darkness. There was a huge curtained bed, and the 
fireplace at its foot had a large white mantel with something of the shimmer of marble. 

I leant against the toilet-table, shut my eyes and opened them again, and tried to 
think. The whole thing was far too real for dreaming. I was inclined to imagine there 
was still some hiatus in my memory, as a consequence of my draught of that strange 
liqueur; that I had come into my inheritance perhaps, and suddenly lost my 
recollection of everything since my good fortune had been announced. Perhaps if I 
waited a little, things would be clearer to me again. Yet my dinner with old Elvesham 
was now singularly vivid and recent. The champagne, the observant waiters, the 
powder, and the liqueurs—I could have staked my soul it all happened a few hours 
ago. 



And then occurred a thing so trivial and yet so terrible to me that I shiver now to think 
of that moment. I spoke aloud. I said, “How the devil did I get here?”—And the voice 
was not my own. 

It was not my own, it was thin, the articulation was slurred, the resonance of my facial 
bones was different. Then, to reassure myself, I ran one hand over the other, and felt 
loose folds of skin, the bony laxity of age. “Surely,” I said, in that horrible voice that had 
somehow established itself in my throat, “surely this thing is a dream!” 104Almost as 
quickly as if I did it involuntarily, I thrust my fingers into my mouth. My teeth had gone. 
My finger-tips ran on the flaccid surface of an even row of shrivelled gums. I was sick 
with dismay and disgust. 

I felt then a passionate desire to see myself, to realise at once in its full horror the 
ghastly change that had come upon me. I tottered to the mantel, and felt along it for 
matches. As I did so, a barking cough sprang up in my throat, and I clutched the thick 
flannel nightdress I found about me. There were no matches there, and I suddenly 
realised that my extremities were cold. Sniffing and coughing, whimpering, a little, 
perhaps, I fumbled back to bed. “It is surely a dream,” I whimpered to myself as I 
clambered back, “surely a dream.” It was a senile repetition. I pulled the bedclothes 
over my shoulders, over my ears, I thrust my withered hand under the pillow, and 
determined to compose myself to sleep. Of course it was a dream. In the morning the 
dream would be over, and I should wake up strong and vigorous again to my youth and 
studies. I shut my eyes, breathed regularly, and, finding myself wakeful, began to 
count slowly through the powers of three. 

But the thing I desired would not come. I could not get to sleep. And the persuasion of 
the inexorable reality of the change that had happened to me grew steadily. Presently I 
found 105myself with my eyes wide open, the powers of three forgotten, and my 
skinny fingers upon my shrivelled gums. I was, indeed, suddenly and abruptly, an old 
man. I had in some unaccountable manner fallen through my life and come to old age, 
in some way I had been cheated of all the best of my life, of love, of struggle, of 
strength, and hope. I grovelled into the pillow and tried to persuade myself that such 
hallucination was possible. Imperceptibly, steadily, the dawn grew clearer. 

At last, despairing of further sleep, I sat up in bed and looked about me. A chill twilight 
rendered the whole chamber visible. It was spacious and well-furnished, better 
furnished than any room I had ever slept in before. A candle and matches became 
dimly visible upon a little pedestal in a recess. I threw back the bedclothes, and, 
shivering with the rawness of the early morning, albeit it was summer-time, I got out 
and lit the candle. Then, trembling horribly, so that the extinguisher rattled on its spike, 



I tottered to the glass and saw—Elvesham’s face! It was none the less horrible 
because I had already dimly feared as much. He had already seemed physically weak 
and pitiful to me, but seen now, dressed only in a coarse flannel nightdress that fell 
apart and showed the stringy neck, seen now as my own body, I cannot describe its 
desolate decrepitude. The hollow cheeks, the straggling tail of dirty grey hair, the 
rheumy bleared eyes, the quivering, 106shrivelled lips, the lower displaying a gleam of 
the pink interior lining, and those horrible dark gums showing. You who are mind and 
body together, at your natural years, cannot imagine what this fiendish imprisonment 
meant to me. To be young and full of the desire and energy of youth, and to be caught, 
and presently to be crushed in this tottering ruin of a body.... 

But I wander from the course of my story. For some time I must have been stunned at 
this change that had come upon me. It was daylight when I did so far gather myself 
together as to think. In some inexplicable way I had been changed, though how, short 
of magic, the thing had been done, I could not say. And as I thought, the diabolical 
ingenuity of Elvesham came home to me. It seemed plain to me that as I found myself 
in his, so he must be in possession of my body, of my strength, that is, and my future. 
But how to prove it? Then, as I thought, the thing became so incredible, even to me, 
that my mind reeled, and I had to pinch myself, to feel my toothless gums, to see 
myself in the glass, and touch the things about me, before I could steady myself to 
face the facts again. Was all life hallucination? Was I indeed Elvesham, and he me? 
Had I been dreaming of Eden overnight? Was there any Eden? But if I was Elvesham, I 
should remember where I was on the previous morning, the name of the town in 
which I lived, what happened 107before the dream began. I struggled with my 
thoughts. I recalled the queer doubleness of my memories overnight. But now my 
mind was clear. Not the ghost of any memories but those proper to Eden could I raise. 

“This way lies insanity!” I cried in my piping voice. I staggered to my feet, dragged my 
feeble, heavy limbs to the washhand-stand, and plunged my grey head into a basin of 
cold water. Then, towelling myself, I tried again. It was no good. I felt beyond all 
question that I was indeed Eden, not Elvesham. But Eden in Elvesham’s body. 

Had I been a man of any other age, I might have given myself up to my fate as one 
enchanted. But in these sceptical days miracles do not pass current. Here was some 
trick of psychology. What a drug and a steady stare could do, a drug and a steady 
stare, or some similar treatment, could surely undo. Men have lost their memories 
before. But to exchange memories as one does umbrellas! I laughed. Alas! not a 
healthy laugh, but a wheezing, senile titter. I could have fancied old Elvesham 
laughing at my plight, and a gust of petulant anger, unusual to me, swept across my 
feelings. I began dressing eagerly in the clothes I found lying about on the floor, and 



only realised when I was dressed that it was an evening suit I had assumed. I opened 
the wardrobe and found some more ordinary clothes, a pair of plaid trousers, and an 
old-fashioned dressing-gown. I put 108a venerable smoking-cap on my venerable 
head, and, coughing a little from my exertions, tottered out upon the landing. 

It was then, perhaps, a quarter to six, and the blinds were closely drawn and the 
house quite silent. The landing was a spacious one, a broad, richly-carpeted staircase 
went down into the darkness of the hall below, and before me a door ajar showed me 
a writing-desk, a revolving bookcase, the back of a study chair, and a fine array of 
bound books, shelf upon shelf. 

“My study,” I mumbled, and walked across the landing. Then at the sound of my voice 
a thought struck me, and I went back to the bedroom and put in the set of false teeth. 
They slipped in with the ease of old habit. “That’s better,” said I, gnashing them, and so 
returned to the study. 

The drawers of the writing-desk were locked. Its revolving top was also locked. I could 
see no indications of the keys, and there were none in the pockets of my trousers. I 
shuffled back at once to the bedroom, and went through the dress suit, and 
afterwards the pockets of all the garments I could find. I was very eager, and one 
might have imagined that burglars had been at work, to see my room when I had done. 
Not only were there no keys to be found, but not a coin, nor a scrap of paper—save 
only the receipted bill of the overnight dinner. 

A curious weariness asserted itself. I sat down 109and stared at the garments flung 
here and there, their pockets turned inside out. My first frenzy had already flickered 
out. Every moment I was beginning to realise the immense intelligence of the plans of 
my enemy, to see more and more clearly the hopelessness of my position. With an 
effort I rose and hurried hobbling into the study again. On the staircase was a 
housemaid pulling up the blinds. She stared, I think, at the expression of my face. I 
shut the door of the study behind me, and, seizing a poker, began an attack upon the 
desk. That is how they found me. The cover of the desk was split, the lock smashed, 
the letters torn out of the pigeon-holes and tossed about the room. In my senile rage I 
had flung about the pens and other such light stationery, and overturned the ink. 
Moreover, a large vase upon the mantel had got broken—I do not know how. I could 
find no cheque-book, no money, no indications of the slightest use for the recovery of 
my body. I was battering madly at the drawers, when the butler, backed by two 
women-servants, intruded upon me. 

That simply is the story of my change. No one will believe my frantic assertions. I am 
treated as one demented, and even at this moment I am under restraint. But I am 



sane, absolutely sane, and to prove it I have sat down to write this story minutely as 
the things happened to me. I appeal 110to the reader, whether there is any trace of 
insanity in the style or method of the story he has been reading. I am a young man 
locked away in an old man’s body. But the clear fact is incredible to every one. 
Naturally I appear demented to those who will not believe this, naturally I do not know 
the names of my secretaries, of the doctors who come to see me, of my servants and 
neighbours, of this town (wherever it is) where I find myself. Naturally I lose myself in 
my own house, and suffer inconveniences of every sort. Naturally I ask the oddest 
questions. Naturally I weep and cry out, and have paroxysms of despair. I have no 
money and no cheque-book. The bank will not recognise my signature, for I suppose 
that, allowing for the feeble muscles I now have, my handwriting is still Eden’s. These 
people about me will not let me go to the bank personally. It seems, indeed, that there 
is no bank in this town, and that I have an account in some part of London. It seems 
that Elvesham kept the name of his solicitor secret from all his household—I can 
ascertain nothing. Elvesham was, of course, a profound student of mental science, 
and all my declarations of the facts of the case merely confirm the theory that my 
insanity is the outcome of overmuch brooding upon psychology. Dreams of the 
personal identity indeed! Two days ago I was a healthy youngster, with all life before 
me; now I am a furious old man, unkempt, and desperate, 111and miserable, prowling 
about a great luxurious strange house, watched, feared, and avoided as a lunatic by 
every one about me. And in London is Elvesham beginning life again in a vigorous 
body, and with all the accumulated knowledge and wisdom of threescore and ten. He 
has stolen my life. 

What has happened I do not clearly know. In the study are volumes of manuscript 
notes referring chiefly to the psychology of memory, and parts of what may be either 
calculations or ciphers in symbols absolutely strange to me. In some passages there 
are indications that he was also occupied with the philosophy of mathematics. I take 
it he has transferred the whole of his memories, the accumulation that makes up his 
personality, from this old withered brain of his to mine, and, similarly, that he has 
transferred mine to his discarded tenement. Practically, that is, he has changed 
bodies. But how such a change may be possible is without the range of my philosophy. 
I have been a materialist for all my thinking life, but here, suddenly, is a clear case of 
man’s detachability from matter. 

One desperate experiment I am about to try. I sit writing here before putting the matter 
to issue. This morning, with the help of a table-knife that I had secreted at breakfast, I 
succeeded in breaking open a fairly obvious secret drawer in this wrecked writing-
desk. I discovered nothing 112save a little green glass phial containing a white 



powder. Round the neck of the phial was a label, and thereon was written this one 
word, “Release.” This may be—is most probably, poison. I can understand Elvesham 
placing poison in my way, and I should be sure that it was his intention so to get rid of 
the only living witness against him, were it not for this careful concealment. The man 
has practically solved the problem of immortality. Save for the spite of chance, he will 
live in my body until it has aged, and then, again, throwing that aside, he will assume 
some other victim’s youth and strength. When one remembers his heartlessness, it is 
terrible to think of the ever-growing experience, that—How long has he been leaping 
from body to body? But I tire of writing. The powder appears to be soluble in water. The 
taste is not unpleasant. 

There the narrative found upon Mr. Elvesham’s desk ends. His dead body lay between 
the desk and the chair. The latter had been pushed back, probably by his last 
convulsions. The story was written in pencil, and in a crazy hand, quite unlike his 
usual minute characters. There remain only two curious facts to record. Indisputably 
there was some connection between Eden and Elvesham, since the whole of 
Elvesham’s property was bequeathed to the young man. But he never 113inherited. 
When Elvesham committed suicide, Eden was, strangely enough, already dead. 
Twenty-four hours before, he had been knocked down by a cab and killed instantly, at 
the crowded crossing at the intersection of Gower Street and Euston Road. So that the 
only human being who could have thrown light upon this fantastic narrative is beyond 
the reach of questions. Without further comment I leave this extraordinary matter to 
the reader’s individual judgment. 
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