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PART I. 

 

 

 

 

BOOK THE FIRST. 

 

NIGHT NOT SO BLACK AS MAN. 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER I. 

 

PORTLAND BILL. 

 

 

An obstinate north wind blew without ceasing over the mainland of 

Europe, and yet more roughly over England, during all the month of 

December, 1689, and all the month of January, 1690. Hence the disastrous 

cold weather, which caused that winter to be noted as "memorable to the 

poor," on the margin of the old Bible in the Presbyterian chapel of the 

Nonjurors in London. Thanks to the lasting qualities of the old 

monarchical parchment employed in official registers, long lists of poor 

persons, found dead of famine and cold, are still legible in many local 

repositories, particularly in the archives of the Liberty of the Clink, 
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in the borough of Southwark, of Pie Powder Court (which signifies Dusty 

Feet Court), and in those of Whitechapel Court, held in the village of 

Stepney by the bailiff of the Lord of the Manor. The Thames was frozen 

over--a thing which does not happen once in a century, as the ice forms 

on it with difficulty owing to the action of the sea. Coaches rolled 

over the frozen river, and a fair was held with booths, bear-baiting, 

and bull-baiting. An ox was roasted whole on the ice. This thick ice 

lasted two months. The hard year 1690 surpassed in severity even the 

famous winters at the beginning of the seventeenth century, so minutely 

observed by Dr. Gideon Delane--the same who was, in his quality of 

apothecary to King James, honoured by the city of London with a bust and 

a pedestal. 

 

One evening, towards the close of one of the most bitter days of the 

month of January, 1690, something unusual was going on in one of the 

numerous inhospitable bights of the bay of Portland, which caused the 

sea-gulls and wild geese to scream and circle round its mouth, not 

daring to re-enter. 

 

In this creek, the most dangerous of all which line the bay during the 

continuance of certain winds, and consequently the most 

lonely--convenient, by reason of its very danger, for ships in hiding--a 

little vessel, almost touching the cliff, so deep was the water, was 

moored to a point of rock. We are wrong in saying, The night falls; we 

should say the night rises, for it is from the earth that obscurity 

comes. It was already night at the bottom of the cliff; it was still day 

at top. Any one approaching the vessel's moorings would have recognized 
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a Biscayan hooker. 

 

The sun, concealed all day by the mist, had just set. There was 

beginning to be felt that deep and sombrous melancholy which might be 

called anxiety for the absent sun. With no wind from the sea, the water 

of the creek was calm. 

 

This was, especially in winter, a lucky exception. Almost all the 

Portland creeks have sand-bars; and in heavy weather the sea becomes 

very rough, and, to pass in safety, much skill and practice are 

necessary. These little ports (ports more in appearance than fact) are 

of small advantage. They are hazardous to enter, fearful to leave. On 

this evening, for a wonder, there was no danger. 

 

The Biscay hooker is of an ancient model, now fallen into disuse. This 

kind of hooker, which has done service even in the navy, was stoutly 

built in its hull--a boat in size, a ship in strength. It figured in the 

Armada. Sometimes the war-hooker attained to a high tonnage; thus the 

Great Griffin, bearing a captain's flag, and commanded by Lopez de 

Medina, measured six hundred and fifty good tons, and carried forty 

guns. But the merchant and contraband hookers were very feeble 

specimens. Sea-folk held them at their true value, and esteemed the 

model a very sorry one, The rigging of the hooker was made of hemp, 

sometimes with wire inside, which was probably intended as a means, 

however unscientific, of obtaining indications, in the case of magnetic 

tension. The lightness of this rigging did not exclude the use of heavy 

tackle, the cabrias of the Spanish galleon, and the cameli of the Roman 
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triremes. The helm was very long, which gives the advantage of a long 

arm of leverage, but the disadvantage of a small arc of effort. Two 

wheels in two pulleys at the end of the rudder corrected this defect, 

and compensated, to some extent, for the loss of strength. The compass 

was well housed in a case perfectly square, and well balanced by its two 

copper frames placed horizontally, one in the other, on little bolts, as 

in Cardan's lamps. There was science and cunning in the construction of 

the hooker, but it was ignorant science and barbarous cunning. The 

hooker was primitive, just like the praam and the canoe; was kindred to 

the praam in stability, and to the canoe in swiftness; and, like all 

vessels born of the instinct of the pirate and fisherman, it had 

remarkable sea qualities: it was equally well suited to landlocked and 

to open waters. Its system of sails, complicated in stays, and very 

peculiar, allowed of its navigating trimly in the close bays of Asturias 

(which are little more than enclosed basins, as Pasages, for instance), 

and also freely out at sea. It could sail round a lake, and sail round 

the world--a strange craft with two objects, good for a pond and good 

for a storm. The hooker is among vessels what the wagtail is among 

birds--one of the smallest and one of the boldest. The wagtail perching 

on a reed scarcely bends it, and, flying away, crosses the ocean. 

 

These Biscay hookers, even to the poorest, were gilt and painted. 

Tattooing is part of the genius of those charming people, savages to 

some degree. The sublime colouring of their mountains, variegated by 

snows and meadows, reveals to them the rugged spell which ornament 

possesses in itself. They are poverty-stricken and magnificent; they put 

coats-of-arms on their cottages; they have huge asses, which they 
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bedizen with bells, and huge oxen, on which they put head-dresses of 

feathers. Their coaches, which you can hear grinding the wheels two 

leagues off, are illuminated, carved, and hung with ribbons. A cobbler 

has a bas-relief on his door: it is only St. Crispin and an old shoe, 

but it is in stone. They trim their leathern jackets with lace. They do 

not mend their rags, but they embroider them. Vivacity profound and 

superb! The Basques are, like the Greeks, children of the sun; while the 

Valencian drapes himself, bare and sad, in his russet woollen rug, with 

a hole to pass his head through, the natives of Galicia and Biscay have 

the delight of fine linen shirts, bleached in the dew. Their thresholds 

and their windows teem with faces fair and fresh, laughing under 

garlands of maize; a joyous and proud serenity shines out in their 

ingenious arts, in their trades, in their customs, in the dress of their 

maidens, in their songs. The mountain, that colossal ruin, is all aglow 

in Biscay: the sun's rays go in and out of every break. The wild 

Jaïzquivel is full of idylls. Biscay is Pyrenean grace as Savoy is 

Alpine grace. The dangerous bays--the neighbours of St. Sebastian, Leso, 

and Fontarabia--with storms, with clouds, with spray flying over the 

capes, with the rages of the waves and the winds, with terror, with 

uproar, mingle boat-women crowned with roses. He who has seen the Basque 

country wishes to see it again. It is the blessed land. Two harvests a 

year; villages resonant and gay; a stately poverty; all Sunday the sound 

of guitars, dancing, castanets, love-making; houses clean and bright; 

storks in the belfries. 

 

Let us return to Portland--that rugged mountain in the sea. 
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The peninsula of Portland, looked at geometrically, presents the 

appearance of a bird's head, of which the bill is turned towards the 

ocean, the back of the head towards Weymouth; the isthmus is its neck. 

 

Portland, greatly to the sacrifice of its wildness, exists now but for 

trade. The coasts of Portland were discovered by quarrymen and 

plasterers towards the middle of the seventeenth century. Since that 

period what is called Roman cement has been made of the Portland 

stone--a useful industry, enriching the district, and disfiguring the 

bay. Two hundred years ago these coasts were eaten away as a cliff; 

to-day, as a quarry. The pick bites meanly, the wave grandly; hence a 

diminution of beauty. To the magnificent ravages of the ocean have 

succeeded the measured strokes of men. These measured strokes have 

worked away the creek where the Biscay hooker was moored. To find any 

vestige of the little anchorage, now destroyed, the eastern side of the 

peninsula should be searched, towards the point beyond Folly Pier and 

Dirdle Pier, beyond Wakeham even, between the place called Church Hope 

and the place called Southwell. 

 

The creek, walled in on all sides by precipices higher than its width, 

was minute by minute becoming more overshadowed by evening. The misty 

gloom, usual at twilight, became thicker; it was like a growth of 

darkness at the bottom of a well. The opening of the creek seaward, a 

narrow passage, traced on the almost night-black interior a pallid rift 

where the waves were moving. You must have been quite close to perceive 

the hooker moored to the rocks, and, as it were, hidden by the great 

cloaks of shadow. A plank thrown from on board on to a low and level 
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projection of the cliff, the only point on which a landing could be 

made, placed the vessel in communication with the land. Dark figures 

were crossing and recrossing each other on this tottering gangway, and 

in the shadow some people were embarking. 

 

It was less cold in the creek than out at sea, thanks to the screen of 

rock rising over the north of the basin, which did not, however, prevent 

the people from shivering. They were hurrying. The effect of the 

twilight defined the forms as though they had been punched out with a 

tool. Certain indentations in their clothes were visible, and showed 

that they belonged to the class called in England the ragged. 

 

The twisting of the pathway could be distinguished vaguely in the relief 

of the cliff. A girl who lets her stay-lace hang down trailing over the 

back of an armchair, describes, without being conscious of it, most of 

the paths of cliffs and mountains. The pathway of this creek, full of 

knots and angles, almost perpendicular, and better adapted for goats 

than men, terminated on the platform where the plank was placed. The 

pathways of cliffs ordinarily imply a not very inviting declivity; they 

offer themselves less as a road than as a fall; they sink rather than 

incline. This one--probably some ramification of a road on the plain 

above--was disagreeable to look at, so vertical was it. From underneath 

you saw it gain by zigzag the higher layer of the cliff where it passed 

out through deep passages on to the high plateau by a cutting in the 

rock; and the passengers for whom the vessel was waiting in the creek 

must have come by this path. 
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Excepting the movement of embarkation which was being made in the creek, 

a movement visibly scared and uneasy, all around was solitude; no step, 

no noise, no breath was heard. At the other side of the roads, at the 

entrance of Ringstead Bay, you could just perceive a flotilla of 

shark-fishing boats, which were evidently out of their reckoning. These 

polar boats had been driven from Danish into English waters by the whims 

of the sea. Northerly winds play these tricks on fishermen. They had 

just taken refuge in the anchorage of Portland--a sign of bad weather 

expected and danger out at sea. They were engaged in casting anchor: the 

chief boat, placed in front after the old manner of Norwegian flotillas, 

all her rigging standing out in black, above the white level of the sea; 

and in front might be perceived the hook-iron, loaded with all kinds of 

hooks and harpoons, destined for the Greenland shark, the dogfish, and 

the spinous shark, as well as the nets to pick up the sunfish. 

 

Except a few other craft, all swept into the same corner, the eye met 

nothing living on the vast horizon of Portland--not a house, not a ship. 

The coast in those days was not inhabited, and the roads, at that 

season, were not safe. 

 

Whatever may have been the appearance of the weather, the beings who 

were going to sail away in the Biscayan urca pressed on the hour of 

departure all the same. They formed a busy and confused group, in rapid 

movement on the shore. To distinguish one from another was difficult; 

impossible to tell whether they were old or young. The indistinctness of 

evening intermixed and blurred them; the mask of shadow was over their 

faces. They were sketches in the night. There were eight of them, and 
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there were seemingly among them one or two women, hard to recognize 

under the rags and tatters in which the group was attired--clothes which 

were no longer man's or woman's. Rags have no sex. 

 

A smaller shadow, flitting to and fro among the larger ones, indicated 

either a dwarf or a child. 

 

It was a child. 
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CHAPTER II. 

 

LEFT ALONE. 

 

 

This is what an observer close at hand might have noted. 

 

All wore long cloaks, torn and patched, but covering them, and at need 

concealing them up to the eyes; useful alike against the north wind and 

curiosity. They moved with ease under these cloaks. The greater number 

wore a handkerchief rolled round the head--a sort of rudiment which 

marks the commencement of the turban in Spain. This headdress was 

nothing unusual in England. At that time the South was in fashion in the 

North; perhaps this was connected with the fact that the North was 

beating the South. It conquered and admired. After the defeat of the 

Armada, Castilian was considered in the halls of Elizabeth to be elegant 

court talk. To speak English in the palace of the Queen of England was 

held almost an impropriety. Partially to adopt the manners of those upon 

whom we impose our laws is the habit of the conquering barbarian towards 

conquered civilization. The Tartar contemplates and imitates the 

Chinese. It was thus Castilian fashions penetrated into England; in 

return, English interests crept into Spain. 

 

One of the men in the group embarking appeared to be a chief. He had 

sandals on his feet, and was bedizened with gold lace tatters and a 

tinsel waistcoat, shining under his cloak like the belly of a fish. 



69 
 

Another pulled down over his face a huge piece of felt, cut like a 

sombrero; this felt had no hole for a pipe, thus indicating the wearer 

to be a man of letters. 

 

On the principle that a man's vest is a child's cloak, the child was 

wrapped over his rags in a sailor's jacket, which descended to his 

knees. 

 

By his height you would have guessed him to be a boy of ten or eleven; 

his feet were bare. 

 

The crew of the hooker was composed of a captain and two sailors. 

 

The hooker had apparently come from Spain, and was about to return 

thither. She was beyond a doubt engaged in a stealthy service from one 

coast to the other. 

 

The persons embarking in her whispered among themselves. 

 

The whispering interchanged by these creatures was of composite 

sound--now a word of Spanish, then of German, then of French, then of 

Gaelic, at times of Basque. It was either a patois or a slang. They 

appeared to be of all nations, and yet of the same band. 

 

The motley group appeared to be a company of comrades, perhaps a gang of 

accomplices. 
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The crew was probably of their brotherhood. Community of object was 

visible in the embarkation. 

 

Had there been a little more light, and if you could have looked at them 

attentively, you might have perceived on these people rosaries and 

scapulars half hidden under their rags; one of the semi-women mingling 

in the group had a rosary almost equal for the size of its beads to that 

of a dervish, and easy to recognize for an Irish one made at 

Llanymthefry, which is also called Llanandriffy. 

 

You might also have observed, had it not been so dark, a figure of Our 

Lady and Child carved and gilt on the bow of the hooker. It was probably 

that of the Basque Notre Dame, a sort of Panagia of the old Cantabri. 

Under this image, which occupied the position of a figurehead, was a 

lantern, which at this moment was not lighted--an excess of caution 

which implied an extreme desire of concealment. This lantern was 

evidently for two purposes. When alight it burned before the Virgin, and 

at the same time illumined the sea--a beacon doing duty as a taper. 

 

Under the bowsprit the cutwater, long, curved, and sharp, came out in 

front like the horn of a crescent. At the top of the cutwater, and at 

the feet of the Virgin, a kneeling angel, with folded wings, leaned her 

back against the stem, and looked through a spyglass at the horizon. The 

angel was gilded like Our Lady. In the cutwater were holes and openings 

to let the waves pass through, which afforded an opportunity for gilding 

and arabesques. 
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Under the figure of the Virgin was written, in gilt capitals, the word 

Matutina--the name of the vessel, not to be read just now on account 

of the darkness. 

 

Amid the confusion of departure there were thrown down in disorder, at 

the foot of the cliff, the goods which the voyagers were to take with 

them, and which, by means of a plank serving as a bridge across, were 

being passed rapidly from the shore to the boat. Bags of biscuit, a cask 

of stock fish, a case of portable soup, three barrels--one of fresh 

water, one of malt, one of tar--four or five bottles of ale, an old 

portmanteau buckled up by straps, trunks, boxes, a ball of tow for 

torches and signals--such was the lading. These ragged people had 

valises, which seemed to indicate a roving life. Wandering rascals are 

obliged to own something; at times they would prefer to fly away like 

birds, but they cannot do so without abandoning the means of earning a 

livelihood. They of necessity possess boxes of tools and instruments of 

labour, whatever their errant trade may be. Those of whom we speak were 

dragging their baggage with them, often an encumbrance. 

 

It could not have been easy to bring these movables to the bottom of the 

cliff. This, however, revealed the intention of a definite departure. 

 

No time was lost; there was one continued passing to and fro from the 

shore to the vessel, and from the vessel to the shore; each one took his 

share of the work--one carried a bag, another a chest. Those amidst the 

promiscuous company who were possibly or probably women worked like the 

rest. They overloaded the child. 
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It was doubtful if the child's father or mother were in the group; no 

sign of life was vouchsafed him. They made him work, nothing more. He 

appeared not a child in a family, but a slave in a tribe. He waited on 

every one, and no one spoke to him. 

 

However, he made haste, and, like the others of this mysterious troop, 

he seemed to have but one thought--to embark as quickly as possible. Did 

he know why? probably not: he hurried mechanically because he saw the 

others hurry. 

 

The hooker was decked. The stowing of the lading in the hold was quickly 

finished, and the moment to put off arrived. The last case had been 

carried over the gangway, and nothing was left to embark but the men. 

The two objects among the group who seemed women were already on board; 

six, the child among them, were still on the low platform of the cliff. 

A movement of departure was made in the vessel: the captain seized the 

helm, a sailor took up an axe to cut the hawser--to cut is an evidence 

of haste; when there is time it is unknotted. 

 

"Andamos," said, in a low voice, he who appeared chief of the six, and 

who had the spangles on his tatters. The child rushed towards the plank 

in order to be the first to pass. As he placed his foot on it, two of 

the men hurried by, at the risk of throwing him into the water, got in 

before him, and passed on; the fourth drove him back with his fist and 

followed the third; the fifth, who was the chief, bounded into rather 

than entered the vessel, and, as he jumped in, kicked back the plank, 
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which fell into the sea, a stroke of the hatchet cut the moorings, the 

helm was put up, the vessel left the shore, and the child remained on 

land. 
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CHAPTER III. 

 

ALONE. 

 

 

The child remained motionless on the rock, with his eyes fixed--no 

calling out, no appeal. Though this was unexpected by him, he spoke not 

a word. The same silence reigned in the vessel. No cry from the child to 

the men--no farewell from the men to the child. There was on both sides 

a mute acceptance of the widening distance between them. It was like a 

separation of ghosts on the banks of the Styx. The child, as if nailed 

to the rock, which the high tide was beginning to bathe, watched the 

departing bark. It seemed as if he realized his position. What did he 

realize? Darkness. 

 

A moment later the hooker gained the neck of the crook and entered it. 

Against the clear sky the masthead was visible, rising above the split 

blocks between which the strait wound as between two walls. The truck 

wandered to the summit of the rocks, and appeared to run into them. Then 

it was seen no more--all was over--the bark had gained the sea. 

 

The child watched its disappearance--he was astounded but dreamy. His 

stupefaction was complicated by a sense of the dark reality of 

existence. It seemed as if there were experience in this dawning being. 

Did he, perchance, already exercise judgment? Experience coming too 

early constructs, sometimes, in the obscure depths of a child's mind, 
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some dangerous balance--we know not what--in which the poor little soul 

weighs God. 

 

Feeling himself innocent, he yielded. There was no complaint--the 

irreproachable does not reproach. 

 

His rough expulsion drew from him no sign; he suffered a sort of 

internal stiffening. The child did not bow under this sudden blow of 

fate, which seemed to put an end to his existence ere it had well begun; 

he received the thunderstroke standing. 

 

It would have been evident to any one who could have seen his 

astonishment unmixed with dejection, that in the group which abandoned 

him there was nothing which loved him, nothing which he loved. 

 

Brooding, he forgot the cold. Suddenly the wave wetted his feet--the 

tide was flowing; a gust passed through his hair--the north wind was 

rising. He shivered. There came over him, from head to foot, the shudder 

of awakening. 

 

He cast his eyes about him. 

 

He was alone. 

 

Up to this day there had never existed for him any other men than those 

who were now in the hooker. Those men had just stolen away. 
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Let us add what seems a strange thing to state. Those men, the only 

ones he knew, were unknown to him. 

 

He could not have said who they were. His childhood had been passed 

among them, without his having the consciousness of being of them. He 

was in juxtaposition to them, nothing more. 

 

He had just been--forgotten--by them. 

 

He had no money about him, no shoes to his feet, scarcely a garment to 

his body, not even a piece of bread in his pocket. 

 

It was winter--it was night. It would be necessary to walk several 

leagues before a human habitation could be reached. 

 

He did not know where he was. 

 

He knew nothing, unless it was that those who had come with him to the 

brink of the sea had gone away without him. 

 

He felt himself put outside the pale of life. 

 

He felt that man failed him. 

 

He was ten years old. 

 

The child was in a desert, between depths where he saw the night rising 
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and depths where he heard the waves murmur. 

 

He stretched his little thin arms and yawned. 

 

Then suddenly, as one who makes up his mind, bold, and throwing off his 

numbness--with the agility of a squirrel, or perhaps of an acrobat--he 

turned his back on the creek, and set himself to climb up the cliff. He 

escaladed the path, left it, returned to it, quick and venturous. He was 

hurrying landward, just as though he had a destination marked out; 

nevertheless he was going nowhere. 

 

He hastened without an object--a fugitive before Fate. 

 

To climb is the function of a man; to clamber is that of an animal--he 

did both. As the slopes of Portland face southward, there was scarcely 

any snow on the path; the intensity of cold had, however, frozen that 

snow into dust very troublesome to the walker. The child freed himself 

of it. His man's jacket, which was too big for him, complicated matters, 

and got in his way. Now and then on an overhanging crag or in a 

declivity he came upon a little ice, which caused him to slip down. 

Then, after hanging some moments over the precipice, he would catch 

hold of a dry branch or projecting stone. Once he came on a vein of 

slate, which suddenly gave way under him, letting him down with it. 

Crumbling slate is treacherous. For some seconds the child slid like a 

tile on a roof; he rolled to the extreme edge of the decline; a tuft of 

grass which he clutched at the right moment saved him. He was as mute in 

sight of the abyss as he had been in sight of the men; he gathered 
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himself up and re-ascended silently. The slope was steep; so he had to 

tack in ascending. The precipice grew in the darkness; the vertical rock 

had no ending. It receded before the child in the distance of its 

height. As the child ascended, so seemed the summit to ascend. While he 

clambered he looked up at the dark entablature placed like a barrier 

between heaven and him. At last he reached the top. 

 

He jumped on the level ground, or rather landed, for he rose from the 

precipice. 

 

Scarcely was he on the cliff when he began to shiver. He felt in his 

face that bite of the night, the north wind. The bitter north-wester was 

blowing; he tightened his rough sailor's jacket about his chest. 

 

It was a good coat, called in ship language a sou-'wester, because that 

sort of stuff allows little of the south-westerly rain to penetrate. 

 

The child, having gained the tableland, stopped, placed his feet firmly 

on the frozen ground, and looked about him. 

 

Behind him was the sea; in front the land; above, the sky--but a sky 

without stars; an opaque mist masked the zenith. 

 

On reaching the summit of the rocky wall he found himself turned towards 

the land, and looked at it attentively. It lay before him as far as the 

sky-line, flat, frozen, and covered with snow. Some tufts of heather 

shivered in the wind. No roads were visible--nothing, not even a 
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shepherd's cot. Here and there pale spiral vortices might be seen, which 

were whirls of fine snow, snatched from the ground by the wind and blown 

away. Successive undulations of ground, become suddenly misty, rolled 

themselves into the horizon. The great dull plains were lost under the 

white fog. Deep silence. It spread like infinity, and was hush as the 

tomb. 

 

The child turned again towards the sea. 

 

The sea, like the land, was white--the one with snow, the other with 

foam. There is nothing so melancholy as the light produced by this 

double whiteness. 

 

Certain lights of night are very clearly cut in their hardness; the sea 

was like steel, the cliff like ebony. From the height where the child 

was the bay of Portland appeared almost like a geographical map, pale, 

in a semicircle of hills. There was something dreamlike in that 

nocturnal landscape--a wan disc belted by a dark crescent. The moon 

sometimes has a similar appearance. From cape to cape, along the whole 

coast, not a single spark indicating a hearth with a fire, not a lighted 

window, not an inhabited house, was to be seen. As in heaven, so on 

earth--no light. Not a lamp below, not a star above. Here and there came 

sudden risings in the great expanse of waters in the gulf, as the wind 

disarranged and wrinkled the vast sheet. The hooker was still visible in 

the bay as she fled. 

 

It was a black triangle gliding over the livid waters. 
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Far away the waste of waters stirred confusedly in the ominous 

clear-obscure of immensity. The Matutina was making quick way. She 

seemed to grow smaller every minute. Nothing appears so rapid as the 

flight of a vessel melting into the distance of ocean. 

 

Suddenly she lit the lantern at her prow. Probably the darkness falling 

round her made those on board uneasy, and the pilot thought it necessary 

to throw light on the waves. This luminous point, a spark seen from 

afar, clung like a corpse light to the high and long black form. You 

would have said it was a shroud raised up and moving in the middle of 

the sea, under which some one wandered with a star in his hand. 

 

A storm threatened in the air; the child took no account of it, but a 

sailor would have trembled. It was that moment of preliminary anxiety 

when it seems as though the elements are changing into persons, and one 

is about to witness the mysterious transfiguration of the wind into the 

wind-god. The sea becomes Ocean: its power reveals itself as Will: that 

which one takes for a thing is a soul. It will become visible; hence the 

terror. The soul of man fears to be thus confronted with the soul of 

nature. 

 

Chaos was about to appear. The wind rolling back the fog, and making a 

stage of the clouds behind, set the scene for that fearful drama of wave 

and winter which is called a Snowstorm. Vessels putting back hove in 

sight. For some minutes past the roads had no longer been deserted. 

Every instant troubled barks hastening towards an anchorage appeared 
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from behind the capes; some were doubling Portland Bill, the others St. 

Alban's Head. From afar ships were running in. It was a race for refuge. 

Southwards the darkness thickened, and clouds, full of night, bordered 

on the sea. The weight of the tempest hanging overhead made a dreary 

lull on the waves. It certainly was no time to sail. Yet the hooker had 

sailed. 

 

She had made the south of the cape. She was already out of the gulf, and 

in the open sea. Suddenly there came a gust of wind. The Matutina, 

which was still clearly in sight, made all sail, as if resolved to 

profit by the hurricane. It was the nor'-wester, a wind sullen and 

angry. Its weight was felt instantly. The hooker, caught broadside on, 

staggered, but recovering held her course to sea. This indicated a 

flight rather than a voyage, less fear of sea than of land, and greater 

heed of pursuit from man than from wind. 

 

The hooker, passing through every degree of diminution, sank into the 

horizon. The little star which she carried into shadow paled. More and 

more the hooker became amalgamated with the night, then disappeared. 

 

This time for good and all. 

 

At least the child seemed to understand it so: he ceased to look at the 

sea. His eyes turned back upon the plains, the wastes, the hills, 

towards the space where it might not be impossible to meet something 

living. 
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Into this unknown he set out. 

CHAPTER IV. 

 

QUESTIONS. 

 

 

What kind of band was it which had left the child behind in its flight? 

 

Were those fugitives Comprachicos? 

 

We have already seen the account of the measures taken by William III. 

and passed by Parliament against the malefactors, male and female, 

called Comprachicos, otherwise Comprapequeños, otherwise Cheylas. 

 

There are laws which disperse. The law acting against the Comprachicos 

determined, not only the Comprachicos, but vagabonds of all sorts, on a 

general flight. 

 

It was the devil take the hindmost. The greater number of the 

Comprachicos returned to Spain--many of them, as we have said, being 

Basques. 

 

The law for the protection of children had at first this strange result: 

it caused many children to be abandoned. 

 

The immediate effect of the penal statute was to produce a crowd of 

children, found or rather lost. Nothing is easier to understand. Every 
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wandering gang containing a child was liable to suspicion. The mere fact 

of the child's presence was in itself a denunciation. 

 

"They are very likely Comprachicos." Such was the first idea of the 

sheriff, of the bailiff, of the constable. Hence arrest and inquiry. 

People simply unfortunate, reduced to wander and to beg, were seized 

with a terror of being taken for Comprachicos although they were nothing 

of the kind. But the weak have grave misgivings of possible errors in 

justice. Besides, these vagabond families are very easily scared. The 

accusation against the Comprachicos was that they traded in other 

people's children. But the promiscuousness caused by poverty and 

indigence is such that at times it might have been difficult for a 

father and mother to prove a child their own. 

 

How came you by this child? how were they to prove that they held it 

from God? The child became a peril--they got rid of it. To fly 

unencumbered was easier; the parents resolved to lose it--now in a wood, 

now on a strand, now down a well. 

 

Children were found drowned in cisterns. 

 

Let us add that, in imitation of England, all Europe henceforth hunted 

down the Comprachicos. The impulse of pursuit was given. There is 

nothing like belling the cat. From this time forward the desire to seize 

them made rivalry and emulation among the police of all countries, and 

the alguazil was not less keenly watchful than the constable. 
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One could still read, twenty-three years ago, on a stone of the gate of 

Otero, an untranslatable inscription--the words of the code outraging 

propriety. In it, however, the shade of difference which existed between 

the buyers and the stealers of children is very strongly marked. Here is 

part of the inscription in somewhat rough Castillan, Aqui quedan las 

orejas de los Comprachicos, y las bolsas de los robaniños, mientras que 

se van ellos al trabajo de mar. You see the confiscation of ears, etc., 

did not prevent the owners going to the galleys. Whence followed a 

general rout among all vagabonds. They started frightened; they arrived 

trembling. On every shore in Europe their furtive advent was watched. 

Impossible for such a band to embark with a child, since to disembark 

with one was dangerous. 

 

To lose the child was much simpler of accomplishment. 

 

And this child, of whom we have caught a glimpse in the shadow of the 

solitudes of Portland, by whom had he been cast away? 

 

To all appearance by Comprachicos. 
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CHAPTER V. 

 

THE TREE OF HUMAN INVENTION. 

 

 

It might be about seven o'clock in the evening. The wind was now 

diminishing--a sign, however, of a violent recurrence impending. The 

child was on the table-land at the extreme south point of Portland. 

 

Portland is a peninsula; but the child did not know what a peninsula 

is, and was ignorant even of the name of Portland. He knew but one 

thing, which is, that one can walk until one drops down. An idea is a 

guide; he had no idea. They had brought him there and left him there. 

They and there--these two enigmas represented his doom. They were 

humankind. There was the universe. For him in all creation there was 

absolutely no other basis to rest on but the little piece of ground 

where he placed his heel, ground hard and cold to his naked feet. In the 

great twilight world, open on all sides, what was there for the child? 

Nothing. 

 

He walked towards this Nothing. Around him was the vastness of human 

desertion. 

 

He crossed the first plateau diagonally, then a second, then a third. At 

the extremity of each plateau the child came upon a break in the ground. 

The slope was sometimes steep, but always short; the high, bare plains 



86 
 

of Portland resemble great flagstones overlapping each other. The south 

side seems to enter under the protruding slab, the north side rises over 

the next one; these made ascents, which the child stepped over nimbly. 

From time to time he stopped, and seemed to hold counsel with himself. 

The night was becoming very dark. His radius of sight was contracting. 

He now only saw a few steps before him. 

 

All of a sudden he stopped, listened for an instant, and with an almost 

imperceptible nod of satisfaction turned quickly and directed his steps 

towards an eminence of moderate height, which he dimly perceived on his 

right, at the point of the plain nearest the cliff. There was on the 

eminence a shape which in the mist looked like a tree. The child had 

just heard a noise in this direction, which was the noise neither of the 

wind nor of the sea, nor was it the cry of animals. He thought that some 

one was there, and in a few strides he was at the foot of the hillock. 

 

In truth, some one was there. 

 

That which had been indistinct on the top of the eminence was now 

visible. It was something like a great arm thrust straight out of the 

ground; at the upper extremity of the arm a sort of forefinger, 

supported from beneath, by the thumb, pointed out horizontally; the 

arm, the thumb, and the forefinger drew a square against the sky. At the 

point of juncture of this peculiar finger and this peculiar thumb there 

was a line, from which hung something black and shapeless. The line 

moving in the wind sounded like a chain. This was the noise the child 

had heard. Seen closely the line was that which the noise indicated, a 
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chain--a single chain cable. 

 

By that mysterious law of amalgamation which throughout nature causes 

appearances to exaggerate realities, the place, the hour, the mist, the 

mournful sea, the cloudy turmoils on the distant horizon, added to the 

effect of this figure, and made it seem enormous. 

 

The mass linked to the chain presented the appearance of a scabbard. It 

was swaddled like a child and long like a man. There was a round thing 

at its summit, about which the end of the chain was rolled. The scabbard 

was riven asunder at the lower end, and shreds of flesh hung out between 

the rents. 

 

A feeble breeze stirred the chain, and that which hung to it swayed 

gently. The passive mass obeyed the vague motions of space. It was an 

object to inspire indescribable dread. Horror, which disproportions 

everything, blurred its dimensions while retaining its shape. It was a 

condensation of darkness, which had a defined form. Night was above and 

within the spectre; it was a prey of ghastly exaggeration. Twilight and 

moonrise, stars setting behind the cliff, floating things in space, the 

clouds, winds from all quarters, had ended by penetrating into the 

composition of this visible nothing. The species of log hanging in the 

wind partook of the impersonality diffused far over sea and sky, and the 

darkness completed this phase of the thing which had once been a man. 

 

It was that which is no longer. 
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To be naught but a remainder! Such a thing is beyond the power of 

language to express. To exist no more, yet to persist; to be in the 

abyss, yet out of it; to reappear above death as if indissoluble--there 

is a certain amount of impossibility mixed with such reality. Thence 

comes the inexpressible. This being--was it a being? This black witness 

was a remainder, and an awful remainder--a remainder of what? Of nature 

first, and then of society. Naught, and yet total. 

 

The lawless inclemency of the weather held it at its will; the deep 

oblivion of solitude environed it; it was given up to unknown chances; 

it was without defence against the darkness, which did with it what it 

willed. It was for ever the patient; it submitted; the hurricane (that 

ghastly conflict of winds) was upon it. 

 

The spectre was given over to pillage. It underwent the horrible outrage 

of rotting in the open air; it was an outlaw of the tomb. There was no 

peace for it even in annihilation: in the summer it fell away into dust, 

in the winter into mud. Death should be veiled, the grave should have 

its reserve. Here was neither veil nor reserve, but cynically avowed 

putrefaction. It is effrontery in death to display its work; it offends 

all the calmness of shadow when it does its task outside its laboratory, 

the grave. 

 

This dead thing had been stripped. To strip one already 

stripped--relentless act! His marrow was no longer in his bones; his 

entrails were no longer in his body; his voice no longer in his throat. 

A corpse is a pocket which death turns inside out and empties. If he 
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ever had a Me, where was the Me? There still, perchance, and this was 

fearful to think of. Something wandering about something in chains--can 

one imagine a more mournful lineament in the darkness? 

 

Realities exist here below which serve as issues to the unknown, which 

seem to facilitate the egress of speculation, and at which hypothesis 

snatches. Conjecture has its compelle intrare. In passing by certain 

places and before certain objects one cannot help stopping--a prey to 

dreams into the realms of which the mind enters. In the invisible there 

are dark portals ajar. No one could have met this dead man without 

meditating. 

 

In the vastness of dispersion he was wearing silently away. He had had 

blood which had been drunk, skin which had been eaten, flesh which had 

been stolen. Nothing had passed him by without taking somewhat from 

him. December had borrowed cold of him; midnight, horror; the iron, 

rust; the plague, miasma; the flowers, perfume. His slow disintegration 

was a toll paid to all--a toll of the corpse to the storm, to the rain, 

to the dew, to the reptiles, to the birds. All the dark hands of night 

had rifled the dead. 

 

He was, indeed, an inexpressibly strange tenant, a tenant of the 

darkness. He was on a plain and on a hill, and he was not. He was 

palpable, yet vanished. He was a shadow accruing to the night. After the 

disappearance of day into the vast of silent obscurity, he became in 

lugubrious accord with all around him. By his mere presence he increased 

the gloom of the tempest and the calm of stars. The unutterable which is 
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in the desert was condensed in him. Waif of an unknown fate, he 

commingled with all the wild secrets of the night. There was in his 

mystery a vague reverberation of all enigmas. 

 

About him life seemed sinking to its lowest depths. Certainty and 

confidence appeared to diminish in his environs. The shiver of the 

brushwood and the grass, a desolate melancholy, an anxiety in which a 

conscience seemed to lurk, appropriated with tragic force the whole 

landscape to that black figure suspended by the chain. The presence of a 

spectre in the horizon is an aggravation of solitude. 

 

He was a Sign. Having unappeasable winds around him, he was implacable. 

Perpetual shuddering made him terrible. Fearful to say, he seemed to be 

a centre in space, with something immense leaning on him. Who can tell? 

Perhaps that equity, half seen and set at defiance, which transcends 

human justice. There was in his unburied continuance the vengeance of 

men and his own vengeance. He was a testimony in the twilight and the 

waste. He was in himself a disquieting substance, since we tremble 

before the substance which is the ruined habitation of the soul. For 

dead matter to trouble us, it must once have been tenanted by spirit. He 

denounced the law of earth to the law of Heaven. Placed there by man, he 

there awaited God. Above him floated, blended with all the vague 

distortions of the cloud and the wave, boundless dreams of shadow. 

 

Who could tell what sinister mysteries lurked behind this phantom? The 

illimitable, circumscribed by naught, nor tree, nor roof, nor passer-by, 

was around the dead man. When the unchangeable broods over us--when 
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Heaven, the abyss, the life, grave, and eternity appear patent--then it 

is we feel that all is inaccessible, all is forbidden, all is sealed. 

When infinity opens to us, terrible indeed is the closing of the gate 

behind. 

 



92 
 

 

CHAPTER VI. 

 

STRUGGLE BETWEEN DEATH AND LIFE. 

 

 

The child was before this thing, dumb, wondering, and with eyes fixed. 

 

To a man it would have been a gibbet; to the child it was an apparition. 

 

Where a man would have seen a corpse the child saw a spectre. 

 

Besides, he did not understand. 

 

The attractions of the obscure are manifold. There was one on the summit 

of that hill. The child took a step, then another; he ascended, wishing 

all the while to descend; and approached, wishing all the while to 

retreat. 

 

Bold, yet trembling, he went close up to survey the spectre. 

 

When he got close under the gibbet, he looked up and examined it. 

 

The spectre was tarred; here and there it shone. The child distinguished 

the face. It was coated over with pitch; and this mask, which appeared 

viscous and sticky, varied its aspect with the night shadows. The child 

saw the mouth, which was a hole; the nose, which was a hole; the eyes, 
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which were holes. The body was wrapped, and apparently corded up, in 

coarse canvas, soaked in naphtha. The canvas was mouldy and torn. A knee 

protruded through it. A rent disclosed the ribs--partly corpse, partly 

skeleton. The face was the colour of earth; slugs, wandering over it, 

had traced across it vague ribbons of silver. The canvas, glued to the 

bones, showed in reliefs like the robe of a statue. The skull, cracked 

and fractured, gaped like a rotten fruit. The teeth were still human, 

for they retained a laugh. The remains of a cry seemed to murmur in the 

open mouth. There were a few hairs of beard on the cheek. The inclined 

head had an air of attention. 

 

Some repairs had recently been done; the face had been tarred afresh, as 

well as the ribs and the knee which protruded from the canvas. The feet 

hung out below. 

 

Just underneath, in the grass, were two shoes, which snow and rain had 

rendered shapeless. These shoes had fallen from the dead man. 

 

The barefooted child looked at the shoes. 

 

The wind, which had become more and more restless, was now and then 

interrupted by those pauses which foretell the approach of a storm. For 

the last few minutes it had altogether ceased to blow. The corpse no 

longer stirred; the chain was as motionless as a plumb line. 

 

Like all newcomers into life, and taking into account the peculiar 

influences of his fate, the child no doubt felt within him that 
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awakening of ideas characteristic of early years, which endeavours to 

open the brain, and which resembles the pecking of the young bird in the 

egg. But all that there was in his little consciousness just then was 

resolved into stupor. Excess of sensation has the effect of too much 

oil, and ends by putting out thought. A man would have put himself 

questions; the child put himself none--he only looked. 

 

The tar gave the face a wet appearance; drops of pitch, congealed in 

what had once been the eyes, produced the effect of tears. However, 

thanks to the pitch, the ravage of death, if not annulled, was visibly 

slackened and reduced to the least possible decay. That which was before 

the child was a thing of which care was taken: the man was evidently 

precious. They had not cared to keep him alive, but they cared to keep 

him dead. 

 

The gibbet was old, worm-eaten, although strong, and had been in use 

many years. 

 

It was an immemorial custom in England to tar smugglers. They were 

hanged on the seaboard, coated over with pitch and left swinging. 

Examples must be made in public, and tarred examples last longest. The 

tar was mercy: by renewing it they were spared making too many fresh 

examples. They placed gibbets from point to point along the coast, as 

nowadays they do beacons. The hanged man did duty as a lantern. After 

his fashion, he guided his comrades, the smugglers. The smugglers from 

far out at sea perceived the gibbets. There is one, first warning; 

another, second warning. It did not stop smuggling; but public order is 
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made up of such things. The fashion lasted in England up to the 

beginning of this century. In 1822 three men were still to be seen 

hanging in front of Dover Castle. But, for that matter, the preserving 

process was employed not only with smugglers. England turned robbers, 

incendiaries, and murderers to the same account. Jack Painter, who set 

fire to the government storehouses at Portsmouth, was hanged and tarred 

in 1776. L'Abbé Coyer, who describes him as Jean le Peintre, saw him 

again in 1777. Jack Painter was hanging above the ruin he had made, and 

was re-tarred from time to time. His corpse lasted--I had almost said 

lived--nearly fourteen years. It was still doing good service in 1788; 

in 1790, however, they were obliged to replace it by another. The 

Egyptians used to value the mummy of the king; a plebeian mummy can 

also, it appears, be of service. 

 

The wind, having great power on the hill, had swept it of all its snow. 

Herbage reappeared on it, interspersed here and there with a few 

thistles; the hill was covered by that close short grass which grows by 

the sea, and causes the tops of cliffs to resemble green cloth. Under 

the gibbet, on the very spot over which hung the feet of the executed 

criminal, was a long and thick tuft, uncommon on such poor soil. 

Corpses, crumbling there for centuries past, accounted for the beauty of 

the grass. Earth feeds on man. 

 

A dreary fascination held the child; he remained there open-mouthed. He 

only dropped his head a moment when a nettle, which felt like an insect, 

stung his leg; then he looked up again--he looked above him at the face 

which looked down on him. It appeared to regard him the more steadfastly 
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because it had no eyes. It was a comprehensive glance, having an 

indescribable fixedness in which there were both light and darkness, and 

which emanated from the skull and teeth, as well as the empty arches of 

the brow. The whole head of a dead man seems to have vision, and this is 

awful. No eyeball, yet we feel that we are looked at. A horror of worms. 

 

Little by little the child himself was becoming an object of terror. He 

no longer moved. Torpor was coming over him. He did not perceive that he 

was losing consciousness--he was becoming benumbed and lifeless. Winter 

was silently delivering him over to night. There is something of the 

traitor in winter. The child was all but a statue. The coldness of stone 

was penetrating his bones; darkness, that reptile, was crawling over 

him. The drowsiness resulting from snow creeps over a man like a dim 

tide. The child was being slowly invaded by a stagnation resembling that 

of the corpse. He was falling asleep. 

 

On the hand of sleep is the finger of death. The child felt himself 

seized by that hand. He was on the point of falling under the gibbet. He 

no longer knew whether he was standing upright. 

 

The end always impending, no transition between to be and not to be, the 

return into the crucible, the slip possible every minute--such is the 

precipice which is Creation. 

 

Another instant, the child and the dead, life in sketch and life in 

ruin, would be confounded in the same obliteration. 
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The spectre appeared to understand, and not to wish it. Of a sudden it 

stirred. One would have said it was warning the child. It was the wind 

beginning to blow again. Nothing stranger than this dead man in 

movement. 

 

The corpse at the end of the chain, pushed by the invisible gust, took 

an oblique attitude; rose to the left, then fell back, reascended to the 

right, and fell and rose with slow and mournful precision. A weird game 

of see-saw. It seemed as though one saw in the darkness the pendulum of 

the clock of Eternity. 

 

This continued for some time. The child felt himself waking up at the 

sight of the dead; through his increasing numbness he experienced a 

distinct sense of fear. 

 

The chain at every oscillation made a grinding sound, with hideous 

regularity. It appeared to take breath, and then to resume. This 

grinding was like the cry of a grasshopper. 

 

An approaching squall is heralded by sudden gusts of wind. All at once 

the breeze increased into a gale. The corpse emphasized its dismal 

oscillations. It no longer swung, it tossed; the chain, which had been 

grinding, now shrieked. It appeared that its shriek was heard. If it was 

an appeal, it was obeyed. From the depths of the horizon came the sound 

of a rushing noise. 

 

It was the noise of wings. 
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An incident occurred, a stormy incident, peculiar to graveyards and 

solitudes. It was the arrival of a flight of ravens. Black flying specks 

pricked the clouds, pierced through the mist, increased in size, came 

near, amalgamated, thickened, hastening towards the hill, uttering 

cries. It was like the approach of a Legion. The winged vermin of the 

darkness alighted on the gibbet; the child, scared, drew back. 

 

Swarms obey words of command: the birds crowded on the gibbet; not one 

was on the corpse. They were talking among themselves. The croaking was 

frightful. The howl, the whistle and the roar, are signs of life; the 

croak is a satisfied acceptance of putrefaction. In it you can fancy you 

hear the tomb breaking silence. The croak is night-like in itself. 

 

The child was frozen even more by terror than by cold. 

 

Then the ravens held silence. One of them perched on the skeleton. This 

was a signal: they all precipitated themselves upon it. There was a 

cloud of wings, then all their feathers closed up, and the hanged man 

disappeared under a swarm of black blisters struggling in the obscurity. 

Just then the corpse moved. Was it the corpse? Was it the wind? It made 

a frightful bound. The hurricane, which was increasing, came to its 

aid. The phantom fell into convulsions. 

 

The squall, already blowing with full lungs, laid hold of it, and moved 

it about in all directions. 
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It became horrible; it began to struggle. An awful puppet, with a gibbet 

chain for a string. Some humorist of night must have seized the string 

and been playing with the mummy. It turned and leapt as if it would fain 

dislocate itself; the birds, frightened, flew off. It was like an 

explosion of all those unclean creatures. Then they returned, and a 

struggle began. 

 

The dead man seemed possessed with hideous vitality. The winds raised 

him as though they meant to carry him away. He seemed struggling and 

making efforts to escape, but his iron collar held him back. The birds 

adapted themselves to all his movements, retreating, then striking 

again, scared but desperate. On one side a strange flight was attempted, 

on the other the pursuit of a chained man. The corpse, impelled by every 

spasm of the wind, had shocks, starts, fits of rage: it went, it came, 

it rose, it fell, driving back the scattered swarm. The dead man was a 

club, the swarms were dust. The fierce, assailing flock would not leave 

their hold, and grew stubborn; the man, as if maddened by the cluster of 

beaks, redoubled his blind chastisement of space. It was like the blows 

of a stone held in a sling. At times the corpse was covered by talons 

and wings; then it was free. There were disappearances of the horde, 

then sudden furious returns--a frightful torment continuing after life 

was past. The birds seemed frenzied. The air-holes of hell must surely 

give passage to such swarms. Thrusting of claws, thrusting of beaks, 

croakings, rendings of shreds no longer flesh, creakings of the gibbet, 

shudderings of the skeleton, jingling of the chain, the voices of the 

storm and tumult--what conflict more fearful? A hobgoblin warring with 

devils! A combat with a spectre! 
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At times the storm redoubling its violence, the hanged man revolved on 

his own pivot, turning every way at once towards the swarm, as if he 

wished to run after the birds; his teeth seemed to try and bite them. 

The wind was for him, the chain against him. It was as if black deities 

were mixing themselves up in the fray. The hurricane was in the battle. 

As the dead man turned himself about, the flock of birds wound round him 

spirally. It was a whirl in a whirlwind. A great roar was heard from 

below. It was the sea. 

 

The child saw this nightmare. Suddenly he trembled in all his limbs; a 

shiver thrilled his frame; he staggered, tottered, nearly fell, 

recovered himself, pressed both hands to his forehead, as if he felt his 

forehead a support; then, haggard, his hair streaming in the wind, 

descending the hill with long strides, his eyes closed, himself almost a 

phantom, he took flight, leaving behind that torment in the night. 
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CHAPTER VII. 

 

THE NORTH POINT OF PORTLAND. 

 

 

He ran until he was breathless, at random, desperate, over the plain 

into the snow, into space. His flight warmed him. He needed it. Without 

the run and the fright he had died. 

 

When his breath failed him he stopped, but he dared not look back. He 

fancied that the birds would pursue him, that the dead man had undone 

his chain and was perhaps hurrying behind him, and no doubt the gibbet 

itself was descending the hill, running after the dead man; he feared to 

see these things if he turned his head. 

 

When he had somewhat recovered his breath he resumed his flight. 

 

To account for facts does not belong to childhood. He received 

impressions which were magnified by terror, but he did not link them 

together in his mind, nor form any conclusion on them. He was going on, 

no matter how or where; he ran in agony and difficulty as one in a 

dream. During the three hours or so since he had been deserted, his 

onward progress, still vague, had changed its purpose. At first it was a 

search; now it was a flight. He no longer felt hunger nor cold--he felt 

fear. One instinct had given place to another. To escape was now his 

whole thought--to escape from what? From everything. On all sides life 
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seemed to enclose him like a horrible wall. If he could have fled from 

all things, he would have done so. But children know nothing of that 

breaking from prison which is called suicide. He was running. He ran on 

for an indefinite time; but fear dies with lack of breath. 

 

All at once, as if seized by a sudden accession of energy and 

intelligence, he stopped. One would have said he was ashamed of running 

away. He drew himself up, stamped his foot, and, with head erect, looked 

round. There was no longer hill, nor gibbet, nor flights of crows. The 

fog had resumed possession of the horizon. The child pursued his way: he 

now no longer ran but walked. To say that meeting with a corpse had made 

a man of him would be to limit the manifold and confused impression 

which possessed him. There was in his impression much more and much 

less. The gibbet, a mighty trouble in the rudiment of comprehension, 

nascent in his mind, still seemed to him an apparition; but a trouble 

overcome is strength gained, and he felt himself stronger. Had he been 

of an age to probe self, he would have detected within him a thousand 

other germs of meditation; but the reflection of children is shapeless, 

and the utmost they feel is the bitter aftertaste of that which, obscure 

to them, the man later on calls indignation. Let us add that a child has 

the faculty of quickly accepting the conclusion of a sensation; the 

distant fading boundaries which amplify painful subjects escape him. A 

child is protected by the limit of feebleness against emotions which are 

too complex. He sees the fact, and little else beside. The difficulty of 

being satisfied by half-ideas does not exist for him. It is not until 

later that experience comes, with its brief, to conduct the lawsuit of 

life. Then he confronts groups of facts which have crossed his path; 
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the understanding, cultivated and enlarged, draws comparisons; the 

memories of youth reappear under the passions, like the traces of a 

palimpsest under the erasure; these memories form the bases of logic, 

and that which was a vision in the child's brain becomes a syllogism in 

the man's. Experience is, however, various, and turns to good or evil 

according to natural disposition. With the good it ripens, with the bad 

it rots. 

 

The child had run quite a quarter of a league, and walked another 

quarter, when suddenly he felt the craving of hunger. A thought which 

altogether eclipsed the hideous apparition on the hill occurred to him 

forcibly--that he must eat. Happily there is in man a brute which serves 

to lead him back to reality. 

 

But what to eat, where to eat, how to eat? 

 

He felt his pockets mechanically, well knowing that they were empty. 

Then he quickened his steps, without knowing whither he was going. He 

hastened towards a possible shelter. This faith in an inn is one of the 

convictions enrooted by God in man. To believe in a shelter is to 

believe in God. 

 

However, in that plain of snow there was nothing like a roof. The child 

went on, and the waste continued bare as far as eye could see. There had 

never been a human habitation on the tableland. It was at the foot of 

the cliff, in holes in the rocks, that, lacking wood to build themselves 

huts, had dwelt long ago the aboriginal inhabitants, who had slings for 
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arms, dried cow-dung for firing, for a god the idol Heil standing in a 

glade at Dorchester, and for trade the fishing of that false gray coral 

which the Gauls called plin, and the Greeks isidis plocamos. 

 

The child found his way as best he could. Destiny is made up of 

cross-roads. An option of path is dangerous. This little being had an 

early choice of doubtful chances. 

 

He continued to advance, but although the muscles of his thighs seemed 

to be of steel, he began to tire. There were no tracks in the plain; or 

if there were any, the snow had obliterated them. Instinctively he 

inclined eastwards. Sharp stones had wounded his heels. Had it been 

daylight pink stains made by his blood might have been seen in the 

footprints he left in the snow. 

 

He recognized nothing. He was crossing the plain of Portland from south 

to north, and it is probable that the band with which he had come, to 

avoid meeting any one, had crossed it from east to west; they had most 

likely sailed in some fisherman's or smuggler's boat, from a point on 

the coast of Uggescombe, such as St. Catherine's Cape or Swancry, to 

Portland to find the hooker which awaited them; and they must have 

landed in one of the creeks of Weston, and re-embarked in one of those 

of Easton. That direction was intersected by the one the child was now 

following. It was impossible for him to recognize the road. 

 

On the plain of Portland there are, here and there, raised strips of 

land, abruptly ended by the shore and cut perpendicular to the sea. The 
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wandering child reached one of these culminating points and stopped on 

it, hoping that a larger space might reveal further indications. He 

tried to see around him. Before him, in place of a horizon, was a vast 

livid opacity. He looked at this attentively, and under the fixedness of 

his glance it became less indistinct. At the base of a distant fold of 

land towards the east, in the depths of that opaque lividity (a moving 

and wan sort of precipice, which resembled a cliff of the night), crept 

and floated some vague black rents, some dim shreds of vapour. The pale 

opacity was fog, the black shreds were smoke. Where there is smoke there 

are men. The child turned his steps in that direction. 

 

He saw some distance off a descent, and at the foot of the descent, 

among shapeless conformations of rock, blurred by the mist, what seemed 

to be either a sandbank or a tongue of land, joining probably to the 

plains of the horizon the tableland he had just crossed. It was evident 

he must pass that way. 

 

He had, in fact, arrived at the Isthmus of Portland, a diluvian alluvium 

which is called Chess Hill. 

 

He began to descend the side of the plateau. 

 

The descent was difficult and rough. It was (with less of ruggedness, 

however) the reverse of the ascent he had made on leaving the creek. 

Every ascent is balanced by a decline. After having clambered up he 

crawled down. 
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He leapt from one rock to another at the risk of a sprain, at the risk 

of falling into the vague depths below. To save himself when he slipped 

on the rock or on the ice, he caught hold of handfuls of weeds and 

furze, thick with thorns, and their points ran into his fingers. At 

times he came on an easier declivity, taking breath as he descended; 

then came on the precipice again, and each step necessitated an 

expedient. In descending precipices, every movement solves a problem. 

One must be skilful under pain of death. These problems the child solved 

with an instinct which would have made him the admiration of apes and 

mountebanks. The descent was steep and long. Nevertheless he was coming 

to the end of it. 

 

Little by little it was drawing nearer the moment when he should land on 

the Isthmus, of which from time to time he caught a glimpse. At 

intervals, while he bounded or dropped from rock to rock, he pricked up 

his ears, his head erect, like a listening deer. He was hearkening to a 

diffused and faint uproar, far away to the left, like the deep note of a 

clarion. It was a commotion of winds, preceding that fearful north blast 

which is heard rushing from the pole, like an inroad of trumpets. At the 

same time the child felt now and then on his brow, on his eyes, on his 

cheeks, something which was like the palms of cold hands being placed on 

his face. These were large frozen flakes, sown at first softly in space, 

then eddying, and heralding a snowstorm. The child was covered with 

them. The snowstorm, which for the last hour had been on the sea, was 

beginning to gain the land. It was slowly invading the plains. It was 

entering obliquely, by the north-west, the tableland of Portland. 

 


