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HEART OF DARKNESS (1)
by Joseph Conrad

“The tidal current runs to and fro in its unceasing service, crowded with memories of
men and ships it had borne to the rest of home or to the battles of the sea. It had known
and served all the men of whom the nation is proud, from Sir Francis Drake to Sir John
Franklin, knights all, titled and untitled—the great knights- errant of the sea. It had borne
all the ships whose names are like jewels flashing in the night of time, from the GOLDEN
HIND returning with her rotund flanks full of treasure, to be visited by the Queen’s
Highness and thus pass out of the gigantic tale, to the EREBUS and TERROR, bound on
other conquests— and that never returned. It had known the ships and the men. They
had sailed from Deptford, from Greenwich, from Erith— the adventurers and the settlers;
kings’ ships and the ships of men on ‘Change; captains, admirals, the dark ‘interlopers’ of
the Eastern trade, and the commissioned ‘generals’ of East India fleets. Hunters for gold
or pursuers of fame, they all had gone out on that stream, bearing the sword, and often
the torch, messengers of the might within the land, bearers of a spark from the sacred
fire. What greatness had not floated on the ebb of that river into the mystery of an
unknown earth! ... The dreams of men, the seed of commonwealths, the germs of
empires.” (p. 3.)

‘And this also,” said Marlow suddenly, ‘has been one of the dark places of the
earth.’p.3 ...

T was thinking of very old times, when the Romans first came here, nineteen
hundred years ago—the other day.... Light came out of this river since—you say Knights?
Yes; but it is like a running blaze on a plain, like a flash of lightning in the clouds. We live
in the flicker—may it last as long as the old earth keeps rolling! But darkness was here
yesterday. Imagine the feelings of a commander of a fine—what d’ye call ‘em?—trireme in
the Mediterranean, ordered suddenly to the north; run overland across the Gauls in a
hurry; put in charge of one of these craft the legionaries—a wonderful lot of handy men
they must have been, too—used to build, apparently by the hundred, in a month or two, if
we may believe what we read.p.4-5 ...

What saves us is efficiency—the devotion to efficiency. But these chaps were not
much account, really. They were no colonists; their administration was merely a squeeze,
and nothing more, I suspect. They were conquerors, and for that you want only brute
force— nothing to boast of, when you have it, since your strength is just an accident
arising from the weakness of others. They grabbed what they could get for the sake of
what was to be got. It was just robbery with violence, aggravated murder on a great scale,
and men going at it blind—as is very proper for those who tackle a darkness. The
conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking it away from those who have a
different complexion or slightly flatter noses than ourselves, is not a pretty thing when
you look into it too much. What redeems it is the idea only. An idea at the back of it; not a
sentimental pretence but an idea; and an unselfish belief in the idea— something you can
set up, and bow down before, and offer a sacrifice to. ...p.6



‘Now when I was a little chap I had a passion for maps. I would look for hours at
South America, or Africa, or Australia, and lose myself in all the glories of exploration. At
that time there were many blank spaces on the earth, and when I saw one that looked
particularly inviting on a map (but they all look that) I would put my finger on it and say,
‘When I grow up I will go there.’...p.7

Other places were scattered about the hemispheres. I have been in some of them,
and ... well, we won’t talk about that. But there was one yet—the biggest, the most blank,
so to speak— that I had a hankering after.

‘True, by this time it was not a blank space any more. It had got filled since my
boyhood with rivers and lakes and names. It had ceased to be a blank space of delightful
mystery— a white patch for a boy to dream gloriously over. It had become a place of
darkness. But there was in it one river especially, a mighty big river, that you could see on
the map, resembling an immense snake uncoiled, with its head in the sea, its body at rest
curving afar over a vast country, and its tail lost in the depths of the land. And as I looked
at the map of it in a shop-window, it fascinated me as a snake would a bird—a silly little
bird. Then I remembered there was a big concern, a Company for trade on that river.
Dash it all! I thought to myself, they can’t trade without using some kind of craft on that
lot of fresh water—steamboats! Why shouldn’t I try to get charge of one? I went on along
Fleet Street, but could not shake off the idea. The snake had charmed me. ... p.8

I heard the original quarrel arose from a misunderstanding about some hens. Yes,
two black hens. Fresleven—that was the fellow’s name, a Dane—thought himself wronged
somehow in the bargain, so he went ashore and started to hammer the chief of the village
with a stick. Oh, it didn’t surprise me in the least to hear this, and at the same time to be
told that Fresleven was the gentlest, quietest creature that ever walked on two legs. No
doubt he was; but he had been a couple of years already out there engaged in the noble
cause, you know, and he probably felt the need at last of asserting his self respect in some
way. Therefore he whacked the old nigger mercilessly, while a big crowd of his people
watched him, thunderstruck, till some man— I was told the chief’s son—in desperation at
hearing the old chap yell, made a tentative jab with a spear at the white man— and of
course it went quite easy between the shoulder-blades. Then the whole population cleared
into the forest, expecting all kinds of calamities to happen, while, on the other hand, the
steamer Fresleven commanded left also in a bad panic, in charge of the engineer, I
believe.... p.9

In a very few hours I arrived in a city that always makes me think of a whited
sepulchre... p.10

And the river was there—fascinating—deadly—Ilike a snake. p.11.

‘The old doctor felt my pulse, evidently thinking of something else the while. ... then ...
asked me whether I would let him measure my head. ... when he produced a thing like
calipers and got the dimensions back and front and every way, taking notes carefully. ... 1
always ask leave, in the interests of science, to measure the crania of those going out
there,” he said. ‘And when they come back, too?’ I asked. ‘Oh, I never see them,’ he
remarked; ‘and, moreover, the changes take place inside, you know.” He smiled, as if at
some quiet joke. ‘So you are going out there. ... and made another note. ‘Ever any
madness in your family?’ ... ‘interesting for science to watch the mental changes of
individuals, on the spot, ...” ‘Are you an alienist?’ I interrupted. ‘Every doctor should be—a
little,” answered that original, imperturbably. I have a little theory which you messieurs
who go out there must help me to prove. ... In the tropics one must before everything keep
calm.’ ... He lifted a warning forefinger.... ‘DU CALME, DU CALME. ADIEU.’p.13.



