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Enter the SF Gateway …

In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’



Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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WAR WITH THE NEWTS

Translated by M. and R. Weatherall




Introduction to the SF Masterworks edition of RUR & War With the Newts

By one of those quirks of geography and chronology that sometimes occur, three of the twentieth-century’s greatest writers were all born within a few miles and a few years of one another: Jaroslav Hašek (author of the brilliant novel The Good Soldier Švejk) and Franz Kafka both born in Bohemia in 1883; and Karel Čapek, was born there too, in 1890.  These three Czech fabulists each in their different ways filtered the experience of the twentieth-century through fantastical conceits, and in doing so achieved metaphorical eloquence and touched on truths unavailable to more conventional writers.  Indeed, of the three it seems to me that Čapek has a good claim to be the greatest; despite the fact that Kafka is presently the most celebrated member of the trio.  But great though Kafka is, I’m not sure he can match the scope, energy or indeed the insight of Čapek’s writing.  Kafka vividly saw the inhumanity at the heart of the 20th-century, and that vision communicated itself into his art as something grim, even dour.  Čapek was no more illusioned than his compatriot about mankind’s capacity for folly and cruelty, but the darkness of his vision is tempered with a sardonic but humane wisdom and a lightness of touch.

Indeed, I’ve sometimes thought that there’s something of the flavour of G K Chesterton about Čapek’s work (Chesterton was a writer he admired greatly, though he only met him once).  The two writers share a similar wit, ingenuity and above all an irreducible individualism.  It shouldn’t surprise us, then, that the reputation of the philosophically pragmatist and politically liberal Čapek should have suffered during the decades of totalitarian domination.  In fact, only his premature death of ill-health in 1938 kept him from the attentions of the Nazis as a political undesirable: the Gestapo had an arrest warrant in his name ready (his brother and artistic collaborator Josef met his death in Bergen-Belsen).  Then again, whilst Czechoslovakia was under Communist rule after the war his work was often criticised as being too ‘bourgeois’.  But the non-doctrinaire quality of Čapek’s art is one of the reasons is endures so well.  His art is anti-totalitarian, through and through.

Certainly, it makes sense to print Karel Čapek’s play R.U.R and his novel War with the Newts and his R.U.R. in one volume.  Their similarities are more than accidental.  In both texts an individual chances upon a new mode of plastic life in the seas: the newts are discovered in a bay near Sumatra, and in R.U.R. Rossum having come to his island to study marine biology, found an organic protoplasm capable of being manipulated into functioning androids.  In both works the world as a whole soon becomes dependent upon the wealth created by this new pool of easily exploited labour; and in both words this dependency, combined with a kind of blithely foolish myopia as to the longer-term consequences of populating with globe with a new life, leads to disaster.

In one sense, then, Čapek’s Newts and Robots are externalisations of the same symbolic form: work.  Both War with the Newts and R.U.R. tap into the twentieth-century experience that new forms of technology, and new efficiencies in labour (particularly Fordism and the production line) simultaneously generated enormous new prosperity and created alarming new potentials for exploitation and destruction.

But there’s more to it than that.  War With the Newts has often been read as an allegorical account of the rise of Nazism.  The Newts, after all, associate as a single ‘volk’, lead by a Newt called ‘Andreas Schultze’ who ‘served someplace during the [First] World War as a line soldier’, and who plots massive human destruction in order to free up ‘living space’ for his own people—all the time assuring the world of his peaceful intentions.  Of course this puts us in mind of Adolf Hitler.  But although the book is not averse to satirical reflections upon the world as Čapek saw it (and much of it is written in a variety of brilliantly rendered pastiches of contemporary discourses) calling the book an ‘anti-Nazi allegory’ is too limiting.  Nor is the title of the book a misnomer, for all that some have called it such: actual military operations between humanity and the vast population of newts only occurs right at the end of the narrative, of course.  But the main portion of the novel, relating the discovery and spread of the Newts around the world, tropes this growth as war.  Čapek’s point is that when two parties make actual war upon one another it is always the end-result of a lengthy, largely hidden process.  War proper is always determined by that prior narrative.  The lengthy central chapter of Part II of the novel, a tour de force of varied stylistic ventriloquism, is called ‘Along the First Steps of Civilisation’, a title that is only partly ironic.  At every point, the Newts are shown to be a fundamental reactive and imitative species; like Frankenstein’s monster they learn not only language and technical skills but a broader ethos and polity from humankind; and it is precisely this that returns to destroy humanity, or very nearly so.

The total destruction of humanity is also the conclusion of R.U.R.  Čapek’s play is where we get the word ‘robot’ from, surely the most widely disseminated pieces of SF terminology ever coined—although Čapek always gave credit for the term to his brother, not himself.  Karel had wanted to call his artificial humanoid life-forms in his place ‘labori’, after the Latin labor, ‘work’.  But he worried, rightly I think, that this sounded ‘too bookish’.  Josef suggested ‘robot’.  This word refers to a particular form of Czech serfdom; slavery, in other words, but of a particular kind.  Historically it was a mode of labour-rent, by which peasants were compelled to work a certain number of days in the year for their landlords.  In fact, the length of the servitude was legally fixed in 1800 at 90 days per year.  In other words, the ‘robot’ turned Czech peasants into one quarter-slaves, free for the rest of the year to dispose of their own labour—still a repugnant scheme, ethically, of course, but not the same thing as complete servitude.  As a consequence, by the time Čapek was writing, the Czech peasantry was more politically empowered than other European examples of the class.  In Čapek’s own Bohemia what was to become the ‘Czech-Slavic Agrarian Party’ was founded in 1899 (the robot had been finally abolished in 1848).  During his youth he saw this peasant-led political group dominate the elections of 1907 and 1911.  What these means is that the word robot carries within it more than simply an allusion to work, drudgery or slavery (although it is for mere drudgery that Rossum’s ‘roboti’ are originally made); it carries within it, in nascent semiotic form, the larger narrative of the play: serfdom on the road to liberation.  Even in the early stages of the drama, Čapek’s robots are never mere automata.

The name ‘Rossum’ is a play on the Czech word ‘Rozum’, which means ‘Reason’: and although no translator has ever rendered the play under the title ‘Reason’s universal Serfs’ that is what it means.  And this, likewise, points to a larger theme.  Both War with the Newts and R.U.R. realise pressing political dilemmas in terms of a larger conflict between reason—or maybe a better word would be ‘will’—and the reservoir of creative, productive capacity in humanity’s power.  They are more cautionary tales than actual dystopias (although War with the Newts does go to great lengths to make its worldbuilding specific and vivid).  In the final analysis both works articulate one of the key insights of SF itself, iterations of the Frankenstein myth: what we make as our tool comes to overwhelm us.  Over the last hundred years or so, mankind has liberated unprecedented productive forces. Though we tend to think of these as neutral quantities, under the rubric of ‘science’, in fact they are not.  As Čapek saw, they are in an important sense alive, and therefore they have the capacity to destroy us.  It’s an insight as acute today as it was in the 1930s.

Adam Roberts


FIRST BOOK

ANDRIAS SCHEUCHZERI


1

The Strange Behaviour of Captain van Toch

If you were to look for the little island of Tanah Masa on the map, you would find it right on the equator, a bit to the west of Sumatra; but if on board the ship Kandong Bandoeng you were to ask Captain J. van Toch what is this Tanah Masa before which he has just dropped anchor, he would curse for a while, and then tell you that it is the dirtiest hole in all the Straits, even worse than Tanah Bala and at least as damned as Pini, or Banjak; that the only – I beg your pardon – man who lives there – not counting, of course, those lousy Bataks – is a drunken commercial agent, a cross between a Cuban and a Portuguese, and a bigger thief, heathen, and swine than a pure Cuban and a pure white man put together; and if there is anything damned in this world, then it is the damned life on this damned Tanah Masa, sir. At that you would naturally inquire why he had dropped the damned anchor as if he intended to stay there three damned days; and he would snort irritably, and mutter something to the effect that the Kandong Bandoeng wouldn’t come here just for damned copra or palm olive, that’s common sense, and besides it’s nothing to do with you, sir; I have my damned orders, sir, and you’ll kindly mind your own business, sir. And he would curse vehemently and freely as is in keeping with an elderly but still for his age an active captain of a boat.

But if instead of asking impertinent questions you let Captain J. van Toch growl and curse away to himself, you might discover more. Doesn’t his manner show that he wants to get something off his chest? Let him be, his temper will work itself off. ‘Well, look here, sir,’ bursts out the captain. ‘Those fellers of ours there in Amsterdam, those damned Jews up there will get it into their heads, pearls, they say, man, keep your eyes open for pearls. People are like mad for pearls, they say, and all that.’ Here the captain expectorates indignantly. ‘Just so, to put money into pearls! That comes from people like you always wanting to have wars, or whatnot. Flight from gold, that’s all it is. And that’s called the crisis, sir.’ Captain van Toch hesitates a little, wondering if he oughtn’t to begin a discussion with you about problems of economics; for in these days people don’t talk about anything else. Here, however, in front of Tanah Masa it’s too hot and enervating for that; and Captain van Toch waves his hand and mumbles: ‘You say pearls! In Ceylon, sir, they cleared up the whole lot five years ago; in Formosa you’re not allowed to fish for them. And so here we are, Captain van Toch, on the lookout for new fishing-grounds. Sail to those damned little islands; maybe you’ll find whole banks of shells there.’ The captain blows contemptuously into a sky-blue handkerchief. ‘Those rats in Europe imagine that there’s something to be found here that nobody knows about yet! Jesus Christ, what mugs they are! It’s a wonder they don’t ask us to look into these Bataks’ snouts to see if they’re not snivelling pearls. New fishing places! There’s a new brothel in Padang, yes, but new fishing places? Sir, I know all these islands here like the palm of my hand – from Ceylon as far as that damned Clipperton Island … If anybody thinks that he can still find something that he can make money out of, then good luck to him, sir! For thirty years I’ve been around in these parts of the world, and now these fellers want me to discover something here!’ Captain van Toch nearly chokes with this defiant statement. ‘Let them send some greenhorn here, he’ll find things that’ll make them blink their eyes; to ask someone who knows the place like Captain van Toch … You’ll grant that, sir. In Europe, there you might still come across some odd thing; but here – don’t people come here just to sniff and nose out what can be devoured? And not even devoured, what can be bought and sold? Sir, if in the whole of the damned tropics there was anything left worth a brass farthing, three agents would be trying to get something out of it and signal with dirty handkerchiefs to boats of seven nationalities to stop. That’s it, sir. I know what it’s like here better than the Colonial Office of Her Majesty the Queen. I beg your pardon.’ Captain van Toch with all his might tries to master his righteous indignation, in which after more blasphemy he succeeds. ‘Do you see those miserable sluggards over there? They’re pearl fishers from Ceylon, may God not punish me, Sinhalese as the Lord created them; but why he did it I don’t know. That’s what I’m shipping with me now, sir; and when I find a stretch of shore somewhere on which there’s no Agency or Bat’a or Custom Office posted up, I let them loose into the water to look for shells. That smaller rascal can dive as much as forty fathoms deep; over there on Princes Island he fished up from a depth of forty-five fathoms the handle of a cinema contraption, sir, but pearls – no, not a oner! Hopeless paralytics, these Sinhalese. Well, this is the sort of damned job I have, sir: make out as if I were buying palm olive, and at the same time look for new fishing places for pearl-oysters. Perhaps they’ll want me to discover a virgin continent yet, eh? Surely that’s no job for a decent mercantile captain, sir. J. van Toch isn’t a damned adventurer, sir. No, sir.’ And so on; the sea is big, and the ocean of time has no limits; spit into it, man, and it won’t give; curse your fate, and you won’t move it. And so, after much preparation and fussing, at last we have reached that J. van Toch, the captain of a Dutch ship Kandong Bandoeng, who sighing and cursing climbs down into a boat to get across to the kampong on Tanah Masa and have a parley with the drunken cross between a Cuban and a Portuguese about some business affairs.

‘Sorry, Captain,’ said the cross between a Cuban and a Portuguese at last, ‘but there aren’t any shells growing here on Tanah Masa. These dirty Bataks,’ he said, with infinite disgust, ‘eat even jellyfish; they live more in the water than on land; the women here stink like fish, you can’t imagine – what did I want to say? Aha, you were asking about the women.’

‘And isn’t there a strip of coast here,’ inquired the captain, ‘where these Bataks don’t crawl into the water?’

The cross between the Cuban and the Portuguese shook his head. ‘There isn’t. Unless it’s Devil Bay, but that’s no good for you.’

‘Why?’

‘Because … nobody must go there, sir. Will you have another one, Captain?’

‘Thanks. Are there any sharks there?’

‘Sharks, and all the rest,’ the half-breed mumbled. ‘A nasty place, sir. The Bataks wouldn’t like anybody to stick his nose in there.’

‘Why?’

‘… There are devils there, sir. Sea devils.’

‘What is a sea devil like? Is it a fish?’

‘No, not a fish,’ the half-breed objected evasively. ‘Just a devil, sir. A deep-sea devil. The Bataks call it “tapa.” Tapa. They have their town there, they say, those devils. Will you have another one?’

‘And what does it look like … that sea devil?’

The cross between a Cuban and a Portuguese shrugged his shoulders.

‘Like a devil, sir. I saw one once … that is, only its head. I was coming back in a boat from Cape Haarlem … and suddenly it stuck out such a mug from the water in front of me.’

‘Well, and what does it look like?’

‘It has a muzzle … Like a Batak, sir, but absolutely bald.’

‘Wasn’t it really a Batak?’

‘No, sir, it wasn’t. In that place no Batak would ever crawl into the water, you know! And then … it blinked at me with its bottom eyelids, sir.’ The half-breed shivered with terror. ‘With its bottom eyelids which come up right over its eyes. That’s a tapa.’

Captain J. van Toch toyed with the glass of palm wine in his fat fingers. ‘And you hadn’t had a drop too much? You weren’t drunk?’

‘I was, sir. Otherwise I shouldn’t have rowed that way. The Bataks don’t like it when somebody upsets those devils.’

Captain van Toch shook his head. ‘Man, there aren’t any devils. And if there were, they would look like Europeans. That thing must have been some kind of fish or something.’

‘A fish,’ stammered the cross between a Cuban and a Portuguese. ‘A fish hasn’t got any hands, sir. I’m not a Batak, sir. I went to school in Badjoeng … maybe I still know the Ten Commandments and other scientific doctrines; an educated man would know what a devil is like and what is a beast, wouldn’t he? You ask the Bataks, sir.’

‘These are just negro superstitions,’ explained the captain with the breezy superiority of an educated man. ‘Scientifically it’s pure nonsense. A devil can’t live in water, can he? What would he do there? You mustn’t believe the natives’ tales, my lad. Somebody called that bay Devil Bay, and ever since then the Bataks have been scared of it. That’s it,’ said the captain, hitting the table with the fat palm of his hand. ‘There’s nothing there, my lad, it’s scientifically clear, isn’t it?’

‘It is, sir,’ the half-breed consented, who went to school in Badjoeng. ‘But no sensible man has any business in Devil Bay.’

Captain J. van Toch turned crimson. ‘What?’ he bawled. ‘You dirty Cuban, you think that I shall be frightened of your devils? We’ll see about that,’ he cried, rising with all the greatness of his honest fourteen stones. ‘I’m not going to waste my time here with you when I have my business to look after. But remember there aren’t any devils in Dutch colonies; if there are any anywhere, then they’re in the French ones. There might be some there. And now fetch me the mayor of this damned kampong here.’

It was no trouble to find the above-mentioned dignitary: he was squatting beside the half-breed’s shop chewing a stick of sugar cane. He was an elderly gentleman and naked, but far thinner than mayors are in Europe. A bit further behind him, and keeping at a respectful distance, the whole village was crouching together, women and children and all, clearly expecting to be filmed.

‘Well, listen, my lad,’ said Captain van Toch, addressing him in Malay (he might just as well have spoken to him in Dutch or English, for the venerable old Batak didn’t know a single word of Malay, and the cross between a Cuban and a Portuguese had to translate all the captain’s speech into Batavian; but for some reason the captain felt that Malay was more suitable). ‘Well, listen, my boy, I shall need a few big strong brave boys to go hunting with me.’

The half-breed translated, and the mayor nodded his head to signify that he almost understood; then he turned to the wider auditorium and delivered an oration that was an obvious success.

‘The chief says,’ the half-breed interpreted, ‘that the whole village will go hunting with the tuan captain wherever tuan would like to go.’

‘So you see. Then tell them that we are going fishing for shells in Devil Bay.’

A quarter of an hour of excited discussion followed in which the whole village took part, especially the old women. Finally the half-breed turned to the captain. ‘They say, sir, that you can’t go to Devil Bay.’

The captain grew red in the face. ‘And why not?’

The half-breed shrugged his shoulders. ‘Because there are tapa-tapa there. Devils, sir.’

The captain began to turn purple. ‘So tell them that if they don’t go … that I shall knock all their teeth out … that I shall slit their ears … that I shall hang them … and that I shall burn their lousy kampong – do you understand?’

The half-breed translated it faithfully, whereupon again a somewhat lengthy and lively debate ensued. At last the half-breed turned to the captain. ‘They say, sir, that they will go to complain to the police at Padang that tuan threatened them. There are regulations about it. The mayor won’t leave it at that.’

Captain J. van Toch began to turn blue. ‘Well, tell him,’ he roared, ‘that he is …’ And he kept on talking without giving himself time to take breath for at least eleven minutes.

The half-breed translated as much as his stock of words would permit; and after a fresh, long, but meaty conference of the Bataks he interpreted to the captain: ‘They say, sir, that they would be willing to refrain from legal proceedings if tuan captain deposits a fee at the local offices. They say,’ he hesitated, ‘two hundred rupees; but that’s a bit too much, sir. Offer them five.’

Captain van Toch’s face began to break into russet blotches. First he threatened to massacre all the Bataks in the world, then he made a reduction to three hundred kicks, finally he would have been satisfied if he could have stuffed the mayor for the museum in Amsterdam; on the other side the Bataks went down from two hundred rupees to an iron pump with a wheel, and at last stood firm at the captain’s giving the mayor by way of a fee a smart petrol lighter. ‘Let them have it, sir?’ pleaded the cross between a Cuban and a Portuguese (‘I’ve got three lighters in my store, but they haven’t got a wick’). Thus peace was re-established on Tanah Masa; but Captain J. van Toch knew that now the prestige of the white race was at stake.

In the afternoon a boat put off from the Dutch ship Kandong Bandoeng, in which among others were present Captain van Toch, a Swede called Jensen, an Icelander called Gudmundson, a Finn named Gillemainen, and two Sinhalese pearl fishers. The boat headed straight for Devil Bay.

By three o’clock, when the ebb was just at the turn, the captain was standing on the shore, the boat hovered about a hundred yards away to look out for sharks, and both the Sinhalese divers were waiting with knives in their hands for the signal to jump into the water.

‘And now you,’ the captain commanded the taller naked one. The Sinhalese slipped into the water, waded a few steps, and then sank below. The captain glanced at his watch.

After four minutes and twenty seconds, about sixty yards to the left, a brown head emerged; with strange, desperate, and yet paralysed haste the diver scrambled up on the boulders with the knife for cutting off the shells in one hand and in the other the shell of a pearl oyster.

The captain frowned. ‘Well, what’s wrong?’ he demanded sharply.

The Sinhalese was still clambering over the boulders gasping loudly with terror.

‘What’s happened?’ the captain shouted.

‘Sahib, sahib,’ the diver managed to groan, and sank down on the shore gasping out raucously. ‘Sahib … sahib …’

‘Sharks?’

‘Djins,’ moaned the diver. ‘Devils, sir. Thousands, thousands of devils!’ He dug his fists into his eyes. ‘All devils, sir!’

‘Let me see that shell,’ the captain commanded, and then opened it with the knife. In it there was a small clear pearl. ‘And that was all you found?’

The Sinhalese took three more shells out of the bag which he had slung round his neck. ‘There are plenty of shells, sir, but those devils keep guard over them … They watched me while I was cutting them off …’ His shaggy hair stood up on end with horror. ‘Sahib, not here!’

The captain opened the shells; two were empty, and in the third there was a pearl like a pea, as round as a drop of quicksilver. Captain van Toch looked alternately at the pearl and at the Sinhalese in a heap on the ground.

‘You,’ he faltered, ‘would you dive down there again?’

The diver shook his head without saying a word.

Captain van Toch felt a strong itch on his tongue to curse; but to his surprise he found that he was talking in a low voice and almost softly: ‘Don’t get frightened, boy. And what do they look like, those … devils?’

‘Like little children,’ the diver gasped out. ‘They have a tail, sir, and they are about as big as this.’ He held his hand about a yard from the ground. ‘They stood round me, and watched what I was doing there … there was such a ring of them …’ The Sinhalese began to shudder. ‘Sahib, sahib, not here!’

Captain van Toch thought it over. ‘And what, do they blink with the lower eyelids, or what do they do?’

‘I don’t know, sir,’ cried the diver hoarsely. ‘There are thousands of them.’

The captain looked round for the other Sinhalese; he was standing about a hundred and fifty yards away, waiting indifferently with his arms folded over the shoulders; after all, when you’re naked you’ve nowhere to put your hands except on your own shoulders. The captain nodded to him silently, and the tiny man dived into the water. In three minutes and fifty seconds he emerged, scrambling up to the boulders with slippery hands.

‘Well, get out,’ shouted the captain, but then he peered with more attention at those desperately groping hands; and he started off over the rocks; you’d never believe that such a bulk could have been so active. Only just in time he caught hold of one hand, and with much panting he dragged the diver out of the water. Then he let him lie on a boulder, and wiped the sweat away. The Sinhalese lay quite motionless; one of his legs was cut through to the bone, apparently by a rock, but otherwise he was unhurt. The captain lifted up one of his eyelids; only the white of the eyes was visible. He had no shells and no knife.

Just then the boat with the rest of the crew drew nearer to the shore. ‘Sir,’ the Swede Jensen shouted, ‘there are sharks here. Shall you keep on fishing?’

‘No,’ said the captain. ‘Come here and pick up these two.’

‘Look, sir,’ observed Jensen, when they were returning to the boat, ‘how it suddenly goes shallow here. It’s cut straight across here right to the shore.’ He pointed, poking with his oar in the water. ‘As if there was some kind of a dam below the water.’

It was not till he was on the boat that the little diver came round; he sat with his knees under his chin, trembling all over his body. The captain sent the men away, and sat down with his legs apart.

‘Well, out with it,’ he said. ‘What did you see there?’

‘Djins, sahib,’ whispered the small Sinhalese; then his eyelids also began to quiver, and little specks of gooseflesh broke out all over his body. Captain van Toch cleared his throat. ‘And what do they look like?’

‘Like … like …’ A thin strip of the white began to appear in the man’s eyes. With unexpected agility Captain van Toch slapped both his cheeks with the palm and back of his hand to bring him round.

‘Thanks, sahib,’ sighed the small diver, and the pupils swam out again in the white of his eyes.

‘Are you all right now?’

‘Yes, sahib.’

‘Were there any shells there?’

‘Yes, sahib.’

Captain J. van Toch went on with the cross-examination with no small amount of patience and thoroughness. Yes, there are devils there. How many? Thousands and thousands. They are about as big as a ten-year-old boy, sir, and almost black. They swim in the water like you or me, but they sway their bodies as well from side to side, like this, like this, always like this, like this, from side to side … Yes, sir, they’ve got hands too, like human beings; no, they haven’t any horns or hair. Yes, they have a tail a little bit like a fish, but without the tail fin. And a big head, round like the Bataks’. No, they didn’t say anything, sir; it was only as if they were smacking their lips. While the Sinhalese was picking up the shells about thirty fathoms deep he felt something touch him on his back like little cold fingers. He turned round, and there were hundreds and hundreds of them. Hundreds and hundreds of them, sir; some were swimming, and some were standing on the bottom, and they all were watching what the man was doing there. Then he dropped the knife and the shells, and tried to come to the top. While he was doing that he struck at some of the devils who were swimming above him, and what happened then, that he didn’t know, sir.

Captain J. van Toch gazed thoughtfully at the trembling little diver. That boy won’t be any good for anything any more, he said to himself; I shall send him from Padang back to Ceylon. Grumbling and snorting he went into his cabin. There he shook out from the paper bag two pearls on to the table. One was as tiny as a grain of sand, and the other like a shining silver pea turning to pink. And the captain of the Dutch boat gasped and took out from the cupboard his Irish whiskey.

Towards six o’clock he again had himself taken in the boat to the kampong, and straight to that cross between a Cuban and a Portuguese. ‘Toddy,’ he said, and that was the only word he spoke; he sat on the corrugated iron verandah, he held the thick glass in his fat fingers, and drank and spat and peered from underneath his shaggy eyebrows at the scraggy yellow hens which, God knows, were pecking in the little dirty yard between the palms. The half-breed didn’t dare to say anything; he only filled up the glass. Slowly the captain’s eyes became bloodshot, and his fingers grew stiff. It was nearly dusk when he rose and hitched his trousers up.

‘Are you going to turn in, Captain?’ the cross between the deuce and the devil inquired politely.

The captain stuck his finger into the air. ‘And I should like to come across,’ he said, ‘any devils that there may be in the world that I haven’t met yet. You, which way is it here to that damned north-west?’

‘This way,’ panted the half-breed. ‘Where are you going, sir?’

‘To hell,’ grunted Captain J. van Toch. ‘To have a look at Devil Bay.’

This was the evening that the strange behaviour of Captain J. van Toch first began. He didn’t return to the kampong till dawn; he didn’t utter a word, and had himself taken to the boat, where he locked himself in his cabin till nightfall. So far that didn’t surprise anyone, for Kandong Bandoeng had enough to do taking in the blessings of the island Tanah Masa (copra, pepper, camphor, gutta-percha, palm olive, tobacco, and labour); but when at dusk he was informed that all the cargo was stowed away he only snorted, and said: ‘Boat for kampong.’ And again he never came back till dawn. The Swede Jensen, who helped him on board, inquired merely out of politeness: ‘So we sail today, Captain?’

The captain spun round as if he had been struck on his backside. ‘It’s nothing to do with you,’ he snapped. ‘Mind your own damned business!’

For a whole day the Kandang Bandoeng lay at anchor a cable’s length from the shore of Tanah Masa, and did nothing. Towards sunset the captain rolled out from his cabin, and commanded: ‘Boat for kampong.’

The Greek Zapatis peered after him with one blind and the other squinting eye. ‘My lads,’ he crowed, ‘either our old man has got a girl there, or else he’s gone completely dotty.’

The Swede Jensen frowned. ‘It’s nothing to do with you,’ he snapped at Zapatis. ‘Mind your own damned business!’ Afterwards he took the Icelander Gudmundson with him in a small boat, and rowed towards Devil Bay. They waited with the boat behind the rocks, and watched for what would come next. In the bay the captain was walking up and down, and it seemed as if he was waiting for somebody; at times he halted, and shouted something like ts, ts, ts.

‘Look,’ said Gudmundson, pointing out to the sea, now dazzlingly scarlet and gold with the sunset. Jensen counted two, three, four, six fins as sharp as a blade that moved towards Devil Bay.

‘Godfathers,’ mumbled Jensen. ‘There’s a lot of sharks here.’ Every few seconds a blade dipped under, a tail swished through the water, and there was a violent commotion. Captain J. van Toch began to jump about madly on the shore, poured out curses, and threatened the sharks with his fists. Then a short tropical twilight faded, and the moon swam out over the island; Jensen pulled at the oars and drew the boat near to the shore, until they were only two hundred yards away. The captain was now sitting on a rock, and making ts, ts, ts. Some creatures were moving round him, but what they were they couldn’t make out very well. They look like seals, thought Jensen, but seals don’t crawl like that. They emerged from the water between the rocks and waded along the shore waddling like penguins. Jensen silently rowed a bit further, and stopped two hundred yards from the captain. Yes, the captain was saying something, but what it was only the devil could understand; most likely something in Malay or Tamil. He was gesticulating as if he were throwing something to those seals (but these aren’t seals, Jensen assured himself), and all the time he was jabbering Chinese or Malay. Just then the raised oar slipped from Jensen’s hand and splashed into the water. The captain looked up, raised himself, and ran about thirty yards towards the water; suddenly it began to lighten and crackle; the captain was firing his Browning in the direction of the boat. Almost simultaneously there was a hissing, swirling, and splashing in the bay as if a thousand seals were dashing into the water; but by then Jensen and Gudmundson had pulled on their oars and rushed their boat behind the nearest promontory so fast that it fairly whizzed. When they got back to the ship they didn’t say a word to anybody. These Nordics know how to keep their mouths shut after all. Towards morning the captain returned; he was gloomy and furious, but he didn’t utter a word. Only when Jensen was giving him a hand on board two pairs of blue eyes met a cold, inquisitive glance.

‘Jensen,’ said the captain.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘We’re sailing today.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘In Surabaya you will get your book.’

‘Yes, sir.’

And that was all. That day the Kandong Bandoeng sailed for Padang. From Padang Captain J. van Toch sent his firm a small packet insured for two hundred pounds sterling. And at the same time he telephoned an application for a year’s leave. Urgent reasons of health, and so on. Then he knocked about Padang till he found the man he was looking for. He was a savage from Borneo, a Dayak, a man that English travellers hired occasionally as a shark fighter, just for the sake of the spectacle; for the Dayak still worked in the old way only armed with a long knife. Apparently he was a cannibal, but he had his fixed scale of charges: five pounds a shark as well as his food. Besides that, he was dreadful to look at, for on his hands and chest and on his legs his skin has been scraped away by the sharks, and his nose and ears were decorated with sharks’ teeth. He was called Shark.

With this Dayak Captain J. van Toch moved to the island of Tanah Masa.
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