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Setting and Importance 
 

Joseph Conrad wrote Heart of Darkness in 1901, for a largely British readership.  At the time Great 
Britain was at the apex of its power, a worldwide empire where “the sun never set”.  Colonialism was the 
way Britain and, to a lesser extent, other Western European powers exploited other regions of the globe, 
bringing “civilization” to non-white races and in turn making use of their labor and natural resources to 
facilitate trade with Europe and America.   

Colonialism involved European missionaries bringing Christianity, European businessmen bringing 
capitalism, and European rulers bringing despotism to the colonized peoples.  Though colonialism enriched 
the British stationed abroad and at home, Conrad had great misgivings about colonialism, and Heart of 
Darkness offers a not-so-subtle illustration of its endemic problems. 
 
 
Brief Biography 
 
 Joseph Conrad was born in the Polish Ukraine in 1857.   He was orphaned at age 11 and lived with 
his uncle in Cracow, Poland until 1874.  He then moved to France to study seamanship, and in 1878 went 
to England to begin the first of 16 years in the British merchant navy. He made his way up from common 
seaman to first mate and earned a master mariner's certificate, allowing him to pilot his own ship, in 1886.  
His tours took him to Australia, South America, China, India, the South Pacific, and Africa.  His 1890 trip up 
the Congo River serves as background for Heart of Darkness, and his other seafaring experiences serve to 
lend credence to his other famous novels involving the maritime industry:  Lord Jim, Youth, Typhoon, The 
Mirror of the Sea, and The Secret Agent.  
 While at sea and on shore leave, Conrad would write, and his first novel was published in 1894.  
Conrad constantly explored entrepreneurship, always on the lookout for business opportunities.    His other 
novels include: 

• Almayer's folly (1895)  
• An Outcast of the Islands (1896) 
• The Nigger of the "Narcissus" (1897) 
• Tales of unrest (1898)  
• Lord Jim (1900)  
• The Inheritors (1901)  
• Heart of Darkness (1902)  
• Youth (1902)  
• Typhoon (1903)  
• Nostromo (1904)  
• The Mirror of the Sea (1906)  
• The Secret Agent (1907)  
• Secret Sharer (1910)  
• Under Western Eyes (1911)  



• Twixt land and Sea (1912)  
• Chance (1914)  
• Victory (1915)  
• The Shadow Line (1917)  
• Arrow of Gold (1919)  
• The Rescue (1920) 

 
Summary of Part 1: 
 
 This part introduces several significant motifs of Heart of Darkness: dark versus light, religion or 
worship (often subtle – watch for single-word allusions to this topic such as "Buddha," "idol," "pilgrim," 
"sanctuary," "prayer"), exploration and colonization (especially the evils and inefficiency of colonial 
administration), and civilization versus savagery. This part also establishes a dark, ominous tone that will 
continue throughout the novel. The places through which Marlow passes are dark, dismal, desolate, full of 
broken-down or discarded objects; Marlow constantly mentions death and alludes to insanity. Marlow's sour 
recollection demonstrates Conrad's bias against colonialism, which he wants to impart to the reader. The 
tension between civilization and savagery starts in comparing rivers – the Thames, the river of London and 
“gateway” to civilization, versus the dark Congo, the thinly civilized river coursing through the Heart of 
central Africa. 
 
 Part 1 begins by establishing the novel's frame narrative (the story inside which another story is 
told). Conrad introduces us to a group of five friends – the Director of Companies, the Lawyer, the 
Accountant, the narrator, and Marlow – aboard a cruising ship on the lower reaches of the Thames River. 
The narrator reminisces about the historical figures and ships that have sailed on the Thames to and from 
London, calling to mind the ideas of exploration, colonization, and adventure. Marlow then speaks, musing 
on the Romans who colonized and occupied Britain centuries earlier, in a passage that foreshadows his 
later story. Marlow's musings shift into a tale about an influential experience that he had. He talks about 
how he was fascinated by maps, especially their "blank spaces" (areas of still-unexplored land), as a young 
boy. He had especially been fascinated by one space, which he sees filled in on a map in a shop window 
years later. In this former blank space, there is now a snakelike river (the Congo River). This river charms 
him, and he feels drawn to go and sail on it. A Belgian trading company does business on that river and 
Marlow, being a seaman, decides to sign on with the company as a steamboat captain. One of the 
company's pilots (Fresleven) has recently been killed in a fight with the natives over two black hens, so 
there is a job opening for the position that Marlow wants; his aunt intercedes on his behalf so that he is the 
one hired to fill that opening. To sign on, Marlow goes to an unspecified city in Belgium (probably Brussels), 
to the dark and dreary company headquarters, where he talks briefly with the company head and signs a 
contract, then is examined by the company doctor. 
 Marlow begins his journey by taking a French ship to Africa. He gets passage on another boat to 
begin going up the Congo River to a station of the company for which he works. After disembarking, he 
sees discarded machinery and equipment, a chain gang, and finally the "grove of death," where natives 
who have grown too weak to work go to waste away and die. Marlow sees both brutality and inefficiency in 
the Company’s stations. The African natives have been forced into the Company’s service and are ill-
treated by the Company’s agents. Amidst the squalor, Marlow meets the company's chief accountant, who 
is extremely well-dressed and looks quite put together in contrast to the surrounding disorder of the station. 
The accountant is the first person to tell Marlow of Kurtz, "a first-class agent" and "a very remarkable 
person" who runs an important trading post and who is evidently going to rise through the company ranks. 



After ten days at this first station, Marlow leaves the settlement in a caravan and walks two hundred miles 
to the Central Station. There he learns that his ship has been sunk; he has to salvage it from the river and 
repair it – a simple enough job, except that he has no rivets, and caravans from the first station (where 
rivets are abundant) never bring any. Marlow meets the manager of the Central Station, who tells him of 
rumors that Kurtz is sick and that his station is in trouble; in a later conversation, an ambitious brickmaker 
who is anxious to use Marlow's connections to advance in the company tells the latter a little more about 
Kurtz, again emphasizing that the man is remarkable. Those who speak of Kurtz only offer positive 
generalizations, as if afraid to say anything negative about Kurtz. At the end of Part 1, the Eldorado 
Exploring Expedition, a group of men out solely for proft who are led by the manager's uncle, "infests" the 
Central Station. 
 
 
 
Footnote color coding: 
Yellow = words used on the SAT 
Green = good words, but hitherto not appearing in released copies of the SAT 
Teal= helpful, but unlikely to appear on the SAT 
Pink = People / Places of note 
 
 
 
PART 1  
 
 The Nellie, a cruising yawl,1 swung to her anchor without a flutter of the sails, and was at 
rest. The flood had made, the wind was nearly calm, and being bound down the river, the only 
thing for it was to come to and wait for the turn of the tide. 
 The sea-reach of the Thames2 stretched before us like the beginning of an interminable3 
waterway. In the offing4 the sea and the sky were welded together without a joint, and in the 
luminous5 space the tanned sails of the barges drifting up with the tide seemed to stand still in 
red clusters of canvas sharply peaked, with gleams of varnished6 sprits. A haze rested on the low 
shores that ran out to sea in vanishing7 flatness. The air was dark above Gravesend, and farther 
back still seemed condensed8 into a mournful gloom,9 brooding10 motionless over the biggest, 
and the greatest, town on earth. 
 The Director of Companies was our captain and our host. We four affectionately watched 
his back as he stood in the bows looking to seaward. On the whole river there was nothing that 
looked half so nautical.11 He resembled12 a pilot, which to a seaman is trustworthiness 

                                                 
1  yawl, n. A type of large sailboat 
2  the Thames: The major river in England, running through London. 
3  interminable, adj. Unending, endless 
4  offing, n. The part of the deep sea seen from shore 
5  luminous, adj. Full of light, bright, glowing 
6  varnished, adj. Smooth and glossy, polished 
7  vanish, v. To disappear 
8  condensed, adj. Compacted, compressed 
9  gloom, n. Partial or total darkness 
10  brood, v. To dwell gloomily on, to think anxiously about  
11  nautical, adj. Relating to ships, naval 
12  resemble, v. To be similar to, to be like 



personified.13 It was difficult to realize his work was not out there in the luminous14 estuary15, 
but behind him, within the brooding16 gloom.17 
 Between us there was, as I have already said somewhere, the bond of the sea. Besides 
holding our hearts together through long periods of separation, it had the effect18 of making us 
tolerant19 of each other's yarns20—and even convictions.21 The Lawyer—the best of old 
fellows—had, because of his many years and many virtues,22 the only cushion on deck, and was 
lying on the only rug. The Accountant23 had brought out already a box of dominoes, and was 
toying architecturally with the bones. Marlow sat cross-legged right aft,24 leaning against the 
mizzen-mast.25 He had sunken cheeks, a yellow complexion,26 a straight back, an ascetic27 
aspect,28 and, with his arms dropped, the palms of hands outwards, resembled29 an idol.30 The 
director, satisfied the anchor had good hold, made his way aft31 and sat down amongst us. We 
exchanged a few words lazily. Afterwards there was silence on board the yacht. For some reason 
or other we did not begin that game of dominoes. We felt meditative,32 and fit for nothing but 
placid33 staring. The day was ending in a serenity34 of still and exquisite brilliance. The water 
shone pacifically;35 the sky, without a speck, was a benign36 immensity37 of unstained light; the 
very mist on the Essex marsh was like a gauzy and radiant38 fabric, hung from the wooded rises 
inland, and draping39 the low shores in diaphanous40 folds. Only the gloom41 to the west, 
brooding42 over the upper reaches, became more sombre43 every minute, as if angered by the 
approach of the sun. 

                                                 
13  personify, v. To embody 
14  luminous, adj. Full of light, bright, glowing 
15  estuary, n. The place where a river meets the sea; an arm of the sea at a river's lower end 
16  brood, v. To dwell gloomily on, to think anxiously about 
17  gloom, n. Partial or total darkness 
18  effect, n. A consequence, a result, an outcome; also an influence, an impact 
19  tolerant, adj. Respectful, open to 
20  yarn, n. A tale, a story, a narrative (esp. a tall tale) 
21  conviction, n. A strong belief, a certainty 
22  virtue, n. A good quality 
23  accountant, n. One who keeps financial records and prepares financial and tax reports, a bookkeeper 
24  aft, adj. Near or at a ship's stern 
25  mizzen-mast, n. The mast aft or next aft of a ship's mainmast 
26  complexion, n. The hue or appearance of the skin, especially the face 
27  ascetic, adj. Strict, severe, austere 
28  aspect, n. An appearance, an air, a look 
29  resemble, v. To be similar to, to be like, to look like 
30  idol, n. An object of adoration or worship, esp. a statue or picture representing an object of worship 
31  aft, adj. Near or at a ship's stern 
32  meditative, adj. Contemplative, reflective, thoughtful 
33  placid, adj. Calm, quiet, tranquil; also satisfied, complacent 
34  serenity, n. Calmness, tranquility, placidity 
35  pacific, adj. Peaceful, tranquil 
36  benign, adj. Kind, benevolent 
37  immensity, n. Hugeness, vastness, enormousness 
38  radiant, adj. Bright, glowing, brilliant 
39  drape, v. To cover or adorn with/as if with folds of cloth 
40  diaphanous, adj. Filmy, gauzy, gossamer, sheer 
41  gloom, n. Partial or total darkness 
42  brood, v. To dwell gloomily on, to think anxiously about 
43  sombre (somber), adj. Dark, gloomy, melancholy, dismal 



 And at last, in its curved and imperceptible44 fall, the sun sank low, and from glowing 
white changed to a dull red without rays and without heat, as if about to go out suddenly, stricken 
to death by the touch of that gloom45 brooding46 over a crowd of men. 
 Forthwith47 a change came over the waters, and the serenity48 became less brilliant but 
more profound.49 The old river in its broad reach rested unruffled at the decline50 of day, after 
ages of good service done to the race that peopled its banks, spread out in the tranquil51 dignity 
of a waterway leading to the uttermost ends of the earth. We looked at the venerable52 stream 
not in the vivid53 flush of a short day that comes and departs54 for ever, but in the august55 light 
of abiding56 memories. And indeed nothing is easier for a man who has, as the phrase57 goes, 
"followed the sea" with reverence58 and affection, that to evoke the great spirit of the past upon 
the lower reaches of the Thames. 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 Drake59 
to Sir John Franklin,60 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 
Hind61 returning with her rotund62 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 conquests63—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 "interlopers64" of the Eastern trade, and the 
commissioned65 "generals" of East India fleets.66 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 sacred67 fire. What greatness had not floated on the 

                                                 
44  imperceptible, adj. Barely noticeable, indiscernible 
45  gloom, n. Partial or total darkness 
46  brood, v. To dwell gloomily on, to think anxiously about 
47  forthwith, adv. Immediately, at once 
48  serenity, n. Calmness, tranquility, placidity 
49  profound, adj. Deep, far-reaching 
50  decline, n. End 
51  tranquil, adj. Calm, placid, peaceful 
52  venerable, adj. Commanding respect, august, admired, honored, revered 
53  vivid, adj. Full of the freshness of immediate experience, graphic, immediate 
54  depart, v. To go away, to leave 
55  august, adj. Majestically dignified, grand, magnificent, stately 
56  abiding, adj. Enduring, lasting 
57  phrase, n. A group of words that express an idea, a brief expression 
58  reverence, n. Profound awe and respect, honor  
59  Sir Francis Drake: An English explorer knighted for circumnavigating the globe and exploring the North 

American West Coast in the 1570s. 
60  Sir John Franklin: An English explorer of Australia and the Arctic who died with his crew in an attempt to find 

the Northwest Passage. 
61  Golden Hind: Sir Francis Drake's ship. 
62  rotund, adj. Round; also chubby, plump 
63  conquest, n. Overcoming by force, defeat, vanquishing (of others) 
64  interloper, n. An illegal or unlicensed trader (more generally, an intruder) 
65  commissioned, adj. Given a certificate conferring military rank or authority 
66  East India fleets: The British East India company expanded trade and assisted militarily in Britain's colonization 

from the 1600s to the early 1900s. 
67  sacred, adj. Holy 



ebb68 of that river into the mystery69 of an unknown earth! . . . The dreams of men, the seed of 
commonwealths, the germs of empires.70 
 The sun set; the dusk fell on the stream, and lights began to appear along the shore. The 
Chapman light-house, a three-legged thing erect71 on a mud-flat, shone strongly. Lights of ships 
moved in the fairway72—a great stir73 of lights going up and going down. And farther west on 
the upper reaches the place of the monstrous town was still marked ominously74 on the sky, a 
brooding75 gloom76 in sunshine, a lurid77 glare under the stars. 
 "And this also," said Marlow suddenly, "has been one of the dark places of the earth." 
 He was the only man of us who still "followed the sea." The worst that could be said of 
him was that he did not represent his class. He was a seaman, but he was a wanderer, too, while 
most seamen lead, if one may so express it, a sedentary78 life. Their minds are of the stay-at-
home order, and their home is always with them—the ship; and so is their country—the sea. One 
ship is very much like another, and the sea is always the same. In the immutability79 of their 
surroundings the foreign shores, the foreign faces, the changing immensity80 of life, glide past, 
veiled81 not by a sense of mystery82 but by a slightly disdainful83 ignorance; for there is nothing 
mysterious84 to a seaman unless it be the sea itself, which is the mistress of his existence and as 
inscrutable85 as Destiny. For the rest, after his hours of work, a casual stroll or a casual spree on 
shore suffices86 to unfold for him the secret of a whole continent, and generally he finds the 
secret not worth knowing. The yarns87 of seamen have a direct simplicity, the whole meaning of 
which lies within the shell of a cracked nut. But Marlow was not typical (if his propensity88 to 
spin yarns89 be excepted), and to him the meaning of an episode was not inside like a kernel but 
outside, enveloping90 the tale which brought it out only as a glow brings out a haze, in the 

                                                 
68  ebb, n. The receding of the tide toward the sea 
69  mysterious, adj. Inexplicable or incomprehensible, enigmatic, cryptic, puzzling 
70  empire, n. Extensive property, a realm, a dominion (i.e. a communications empire, a publishing empire, the 

Roman Empire, the British Empire) 
71  erect, adj. Vertical, firmly or rigidly straight in posture, upright, standing up straight 
72  fairway, n. A navigable part of a river, bay, or harbor 
73  stir, n. Disturbance, agitation, brisk activity, bustle, commotion 
74  ominous, adj. Menacing, threatening 
75  brood, v. To dwell gloomily on, to think anxiously about 
76  gloom, n. Partial or total darkness 
77  lurid, adj. Pallid, wan, pale, sallow 
78  sedentary, adj. Remaining in one area, settled 
79  immutable, adj. Unchanging, constant, invariable  
80  immensity, n. Hugeness, vastness, enormousness 
81  veiled, adj. Concealed, screened, hidden 
82  mysterious, adj. Inexplicable or incomprehensible, enigmatic, cryptic, puzzling 
83  disdainful, adj. Contemptuous, aloof, scornful 
84  mysterious, adj. Inexplicable or incomprehensible, enigmatic, cryptic, puzzling 
85  inscrutable, adj. Unfathomable, incomprehensible 
86  suffice, v. To be adequate, to be enough 
87  yarn, n. A tale, a story, a narrative (esp. a tall tale) 
88  propensity, n. A tendency, a penchant, a predilection, an inclination 
89  yarn, n. A tale, a story, a narrative (esp. a tall tale) 
90  envelop, v. To enclose, to enwrap, to enshroud 



likeness of one of these misty halos that sometimes are made visible91 by the spectral92 
illumination93 of moonshine. 
 His remark did not seem at all surprising. It was just like Marlow. It was accepted in 
silence. No one took the trouble to grunt even; and presently94 he said, very slow—"I 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 
blaze95 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?—trireme96 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 
legionaries97—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. Imagine him 
here—the very end of the world, a sea the colour of lead, a sky the colour of smoke, a kind of 
ship about as rigid98 as a concertina99—and going up this river with stores, or orders, or what 
you like. Sand-banks, marshes, forests, savages,100—precious little to eat fit for a civilized101 
man, nothing but Thames water to drink. No Falernian wine here, no going ashore. Here and 
there a military camp lost in a wilderness, like a needle in a bundle of hay—cold, fog, 
tempests,102 disease, exile,103 and death—death skulking104 in the air, in the water, in the bush. 
They must have been dying like flies here. Oh, yes—he did it. Did it very well, too, no doubt, 
and without thinking much about it either, except afterwards to brag105 of what he had gone 
through in his time, perhaps. They were men enough to face the darkness. And perhaps he was 
cheered by keeping his eye on a chance of promotion to the fleet106 at Ravenna107 by and by,108 
if he had good friends in Rome and survived the awful climate.109 Or think of a decent young 
citizen110 in a toga—perhaps too much dice, you know—coming out here in the train of some 
prefect,111 or tax-gatherer, or trader even, to mend112 his fortunes. Land in a swamp, march 

                                                 
91  visible, n. Possible to see, perceptible to the eye 
92  spectral, adj. Ghostly, ghostlike, unearthly 
93  illumination, n. Light, lighting 
94  presently, adv. Before long, without undue delay, shortly, soon 
95  blaze, n. A brilliant burst of fire, a bright light 
96  trireme, n. An ancient kind of ship having three banks of oars 
97  legionary, n. A soldier 
98  rigid, adj. Stiff 
99  concertina, n. A musical instrument like an accordion 
100  savage, n. One regarded as uncivilized or brutal, fierce, & vicious; a barbarian 
101  civilized, adj. Refined, not savage, decent, cultured 
102  tempest, n. A violent storm 
103  exile, n. Absence from one's native country 
104  skulk, v. To lie in hiding, to lurk 
105  brag, v. To boast, to talk big 
106  fleet, n. A group of ships under a single control 
107  Ravenna: A city in Italy, northeast of Florence 
108  by and by, adv. Before long, soon 
109  climate, n. The average weather (esp. temperature) of a place 
110  citizen, n. A person protected by and owing loyalty to a government 
111  prefect, n. A high official or magistrate (of varying functions/ranks) in ancient Rome (more generally, a 

chief officer or magistrate) 
112  mend, v. To repair, to fix 



through the woods, and in some inland post feel the savagery, the utter113 savagery, had closed 
round him—all that mysterious114 life of the wilderness that stirs in the forest, in the jungles, in 
the hearts of wild men. There's no initiation115 either into such mysteries.116 He has to live in the 
midst117 of the incomprehensible,118 which is also detestable.119 And it has a fascination, too, 
that goes to work upon him. The fascination of the abomination120—you know, imagine the 
growing regrets, the longing to escape, the powerless disgust, the surrender, the hate." 
 He paused. 
 "Mind," he began again, lifting one arm from the elbow, the palm of the hand outwards, 
so that, with his legs folded before him, he had the pose of a Buddha121 preaching in European 
clothes and without a lotus-flower—"Mind, none of us would feel exactly like this. What saves 
us is efficiency122—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, 
aggravated123 murder on a great scale, and men going at it blind—as is very proper for those 
who tackle a darkness. The conquest124 of the earth, which mostly means the taking it away from 
those who have a different complexion125 or slightly flatter noses than ourselves, is not a pretty 
thing when you look into it too much. What redeems126 it is the idea only. An idea at the back of 
it; not a sentimental127 pretence128 but an idea; and an unselfish belief in the idea—something 
you can set up, and bow down before, and offer a sacrifice to. . . ." 
 He broke off. Flames glided in the river, small green flames, red flames, white flames, 
pursuing, overtaking, joining, crossing each other—then separating slowly or hastily. The traffic 
of the great city went on in the deepening night upon the sleepless river. We looked on, waiting 
patiently129—there was nothing else to do till the end of the flood; but it was only after a long 
silence, when he said, in a hesitating130 voice, "I suppose you fellows remember I did once turn 
fresh-water sailor for a bit," that we knew we were fated,131 before the ebb132 began to run, to 
hear about one of Marlow's inconclusive133 experiences. 

                                                 
113  utter, adj. Complete, absolute, entire 
114  mysterious, adj. Inexplicable or incomprehensible, enigmatic, cryptic, puzzling 
115  initiation, n. Introduction to something new, sometimes in the form of a special ceremony 
116  mysterious, adj. Inexplicable or incomprehensible, enigmatic, cryptic, puzzling 
117  midst, n. The middle, the center 
118  incomprehensible, adj. Unintelligible, impossible to understand 
119  detestable, adj. Hateful, abhorrent, horrid, abominable 
120  abomination, n. Something hateful 
121  Buddha: A person who has attained a state of perfect enlightenment 
122  efficiency, n. Effectiveness, productivity, doing work with very little waste 
123  aggravated, adj. Worsened, more severe 
124  conquest, n. Overcoming by force, defeat, vanquishing (of others) 
125  complexion, n. The hue or appearance of the skin, especially the face 
126  redeem, v. To restore the honor or worth of 
127  sentimental, adj. Emotional (instead of logical) 
128  pretence (pretense), n. Pretending 
129  patient, adj. Calmly bearing difficulty or annoyance; also not hasty or impulsive 
130  hesitate, v. To be uncertain 
131  fated, adj. Destined, predetermined 
132  ebb, n. The receding of the tide toward the sea 
133  inconclusive, adj. Open, unsettled, undecided, leading to no definite result 



 "I don't want to bother you much with what happened to me personally," he began, 
showing in this remark the weakness of many tellers of tales who seem so often unaware of what 
their audience would like best to hear; "yet to understand the effect134 of it on me you ought to 
know how I got out there, what I saw, how I went up that river to the place where I first met the 
poor chap. It was the farthest point of navigation135 and the culminating136 point of my 
experience. It seemed somehow to throw a kind of light on everything about me—and into my 
thoughts. It was sombre137 enough, too—and pitiful—not extraordinary in any way—not very 
clear either. No, not very clear. And yet it seemed to throw a kind of light. 
 "I had then, as you remember, just returned to London after a lot of Indian Ocean, 
Pacific, China Seas—a regular dose of the East—six years or so, and I was loafing138 about, 
hindering139 you fellows in your work and invading your homes, just as though I had got a 
heavenly mission to civilize you. It was very fine for a time, but after a bit I did get tired of 
resting. Then I began to look for a ship—I should think the hardest work on earth. But the ships 
wouldn't even look at me. And I got tired of that game, too. 
 "Now when I was a little chap I had a passion140 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.' The North Pole was one of these places, I remember. Well, I haven't been there 
yet, and shall not try now. The glamour's off. Other places were scattered about the 
hemispheres.141 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 hankering142 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 ceased143 to be a blank space of delightful mystery144—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, resembling145 an 
immense146 snake uncoiled, with its head in the sea, its body at rest curving afar over a vast147 
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 charmed148 me. 

                                                 
134  effect, n. An influence, an impact 
135  navigation, n. The theory and practice of following a course (esp. in a ship) 
136  culminating, adj. At a highest or decisive point 
137  sombre (somber), adj. Dark, gloomy, melancholy, dismal; also serious, grave, stern 
138  loaf, v. To laze, to goof off, to idle, to spend time idly 
139  hinder, v. To obstruct, to impede, to interfere with, to hamper 
140  passion, n. Great enthusiasm 
141  hemisphere, n. Half of the globe (when divided by the equator or a meridian) 
142  hankering, n. A strong desire, a yearning, a persistent longing, a craving 
143  cease, v. To stop, to end 
144  mysterious, adj. Inexplicable or incomprehensible, enigmatic, cryptic, puzzling 
145  resemble, v. To be similar to, to be like, to look like 
146  immensity, adj. Hugeness, vastness, enormity 
147  vast, n. Immense, enormous, huge, gigantic 
148  charm, v. To seduce, to beguile through attractiveness 



 "You understand it was a Continental149 concern, that Trading society; but I have a lot of 
relations living on the Continent, because it's cheap and not so nasty as it looks, they say. 
 "I am sorry to own150 I began to worry them. This was already a fresh departure for me. I 
was not used to get things that way, you know. I always went my own road and on my own legs 
where I had a mind to go. I wouldn't have believed it of myself; but, then—you see—I felt 
somehow I must get there by hook or by crook. So I worried them. The men said `My dear 
fellow,' and did nothing. Then—would you believe it?—I tried the women. I, Charlie Marlow, 
set the women to work—to get a job. Heavens! Well, you see, the notion151 drove me. I had an 
aunt, a dear enthusiastic152 soul. She wrote: `It will be delightful. I am ready to do anything, 
anything for you. It is a glorious153 idea. I know the wife of a very high personage154 in the 
Administration, and also a man who has lots of influence155 with,' etc. She was determined to 
make no end of fuss to get me appointed skipper156 of a river steamboat, if such was my fancy. 
 "I got my appointment—of course; and I got it very quick. It appears the Company had 
received news that one of their captains had been killed in a scuffle157 with the natives. This was 
my chance, and it made me the more anxious158 to go. It was only months and months 
afterwards, when I made the attempt to recover what was left of the body, that I heard the 
original quarrel159 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,160 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 engaged161 in the noble162 cause,163 you know, and he 
probably felt the need at last of asserting164 his self-respect in some way. Therefore he whacked 
the old nigger165 mercilessly,166 while a big crowd of his people watched him, 
thunderstruck,167 till some man—I was told the chief's son—in desperation168 at hearing the 
old chap yell, made a tentative169 jab170 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, 

                                                 
149  Continental: European 
150  own, v. To admit, to acknowledge 
151  notion, n. An idea, a thought, a concept 
152  enthusiastic, adj. Greatly excited, fervent, zealous 
153  glorious, adj. Magnificent, delightful, wonderful 
154  personage, n. An individual of rank or distinction, a VIP 
155  influence, n. Power to affect something, sway 
156  skipper, n. The master of a ship, the captain 
157  scuffle, n. A struggle, a fight, a brawl, a scrap 
158  anxious, adj. Eagerly desirous 
159  quarrel, n. A dispute, a fight, an altercation 
160  bargain, n. A deal, an agreement to trade 
161  engage, v. To participate, to take part 
162  noble, adj. Of high character, high-minded 
163  the noble cause: Bringing civilization to the "savages" of Africa. 
164  assert, v. To affirm, to maintain, to state positively 
165  nigger, n. A derogatory term for a person of African descent. 
166  merciless, adj. Compassionless, pitiless 
167  thunderstruck, adj. Agape, confounded, dumbfounded, stunned 
168  desperation, n. Despair, hopelessness 
169  tentative, adj. Uncertain, hesitant 
170  jab, n. A poke, a prod 



expecting all kinds of calamities171 to happen, while, on the other hand, the steamer172 
Fresleven commanded left also in a bad panic, in charge of the engineer, I believe. Afterwards 
nobody seemed to trouble much about Fresleven's remains, till I got out and stepped into his 
shoes. I couldn't let it rest, though; but when an opportunity offered at last to meet my 
predecessor,173 the grass growing through his ribs was tall enough to hide his bones. They were 
all there. The supernatural174 being175 had not been touched after he fell. And the village was 
deserted,176 the huts gaped177 black, rotting, all askew178 within the fallen enclosures.179 A 
calamity180 had come to it, sure enough. The people had vanished.181 Mad182 terror183 had 
scattered184 them, men, women, and children, through the bush,185 and they had never returned. 
What became of the hens I don't know either. I should think the cause186 of progress187 got 
them, anyhow. However, through this glorious188 affair189 I got my appointment, before I had 
fairly begun to hope for it. 
 "I flew around like mad to get ready, and before forty-eight hours I was crossing the 
Channel190 to show myself to my employers, and sign the contract. In a very few hours I arrived 
in a city that always makes me think of a whited191 sepulchre192.193 Prejudice194 no doubt. I had 
no difficulty in finding the Company's offices. It was the biggest thing in the town, and 
everybody I met was full of it. They were going to run an over-sea empire,195 and make no end 
of coin196 by trade. 

                                                 
171  calamity, n. A disaster, a catastrophe, a tragedy  
172  steamer, n. A ship whose engine runs on steam 
173  predecessor, n. One who comes before another, a forerunner 
174  supernatural, adj. Unearthly, otherworldly, paranormal 
175  the supernatural being: The African "savages" viewed the white men not as other humans, but as beings with 

magical powers. 
176  deserted, adj. Abandoned, forsaken, desolate 
177  gape, v. To hang open, to open or part widely 
178  askew, adj. Out of line, awry, crooked 
179  enclosure, n. A container, something that envelops something else (in this case, fences or walls surrounding 

the village or groups of huts) 
180  calamity, n. A disaster, a catastrophe, a tragedy 
181  vanish, v. To disappear 
182  mad, adj. Insane; also unrestrained, carried away 
183  terror, n. Intense fear 
184  scatter, v. To separate widely or to cause to vanish, to disperse, to dissipate 
185  the bush, n. The wilderness, a large sparsely settled area 
186  cause, n. A charitable undertaking 
187  progress, n. Development, growth, steady improvement 
188  glorious, adj. Illustrious, outstanding, eminent; also magnificent, delightful, wonderful (Marlow is being 

sarcastic here) 
189  affair, n. A matter, a concern 
190  the Channel: The English Channel, a body of water that separates England from Europe (specifically, northern 

France) 
191  whited, adj. Whitened, made white 
192  sepulchre (sepulcher), n. A tomb, a grave 
193  whited sepulchre, n. A hypocrite, someone inwardly corrupt but outwardly virtuous 
194  prejudice, n. A bias, a preconceived belief or preference; also irrational dislike of a particular thing or 
group 
195  empire, n. Extensive property, a realm, a dominion 
196  coin, n. Money 



 "A narrow197 and deserted198 street in deep shadow, high houses, innumerable199 
windows with venetian blinds,200 a dead silence, grass sprouting right and left, immense201 
double doors standing ponderously202 ajar.203 I slipped through one of these cracks, went up a 
swept and ungarnished204 staircase, as arid205 as a desert, and opened the first door I came to. 
Two women, one fat and the other slim,206 sat on straw-bottomed chairs, knitting black wool. 
The slim207 one got up and walked straight at me-- still knitting with downcast eyes--and only 
just as I began to think of getting out of her way, as you would for a somnambulist,208 stood 
still, and looked up. Her dress was as plain as an umbrella-cover, and she turned round without a 
word and preceded209 me into a waiting-room. I gave my name, and looked about. Deal table in 
the middle, plain chairs all round the walls, on one end a large shining map, marked with all the 
colours of a rainbow. There was a vast210 amount of red—good to see at any time, because one 
knows that some real work is done in there, a deuce211 of a lot of blue, a little green, smears of 
orange, and, on the East Coast, a purple212 patch, to show where the jolly213 pioneers214 of 
progress215 drink the jolly216 lager-beer. However, I wasn't going into any of these. I was going 
into the yellow.217 Dead in the centre. And the river was there—fascinating—deadly—like a 
snake. Ough! A door opened, a white-haired secretarial218 head, but wearing a 
compassionate219 expression, appeared, and a skinny forefinger220 beckoned221 me into the 
sanctuary.222 Its light was dim, and a heavy writing-desk squatted in the middle. From behind 
that structure came out an impression223 of pale plumpness in a frock-coat.224 The great man225 
                                                 
197  narrow, adj. Of slender width, thin 
198  deserted, adj. Empty, without anyone in it 
199  innumerable, adj. Too many to be counted, incalculable, immeasurable 
200  venetian blind, n. A kind of window shade with horizontal slats that can be set at different angles to change 

the amount of light let in 
201  immensity, adj. Hugeness, vastness, enormity 
202  ponderous, adj. Oppressively dull, lifeless 
203  ajar, adj. Slightly open, unclosed 
204  ungarnished, adj. Undecorated, unadorned, plain, unembellished 
205  arid, adj. Very dry, parched 
206  slim, adj. Slender, thin 
207  slim, adj. Slender, thin 
208  somnambulist, n. A sleepwalker 
209  precede, v. To go or come before 
210  vast, n. Immense, enormous, huge 
211  deuce, n. An outstanding example or amount (used as a mild oath) 
212  red, blue, green, orange, purple: The map is color-coded to show which European power controls which 

territory in Africa. Red corresponds to British territory, blue to French, green to Italian, orange to Portuguese, 
and purple to German. 

213  jolly, adj. Merry, mirthful, gleeful, joyous, jovial, full of high spirits 
214  pioneer, n. A trailblazer, a pathfinder, an explorer 
215  progress, n. Development, growth, steady improvement 
216  jolly, adj. Merry, mirthful, gleeful, joyous, jovial, full of high spirits 
217  yellow: Used to denote the areas of Africa claimed by Belgium; specifically, the Congo. 
218  secretarial, adj. Characteristic of someone who does clerical work, clerical 
219  compassionate, adj. Sympathetic, empathetic 
220  forefinger, n. The index finger 
221  beckon, v. To summon or signal 
222  sanctuary, n. A sacred place 
223  impression, n. A feeling, a sense, a vague idea 
224  frock-coat, n. A man's knee-length, usually double-breasted coat 
225  The great man: The head of the Company. 



himself. He was five feet six, I should judge, and had his grip on the handle-end of ever so many 
millions. He shook hands, I fancy, murmured226 vaguely,227 was satisfied with my French. Bon 
Voyage.228 
 "In about forty-five seconds I found myself again in the waiting-room with the 
compassionate229 secretary, who, full of desolation230 and sympathy,231 made me sign some 
document. I believe I undertook232 amongst other things not to disclose233 any trade secrets. 
Well, I am not going to. 
 "I began to feel slightly uneasy.234 You know I am not used to such ceremonies,235 and 
there was something ominous236 in the atmosphere. It was just as though I had been let into some 
conspiracy237—I don't know—something not quite right; and I was glad to get out. In the outer 
room the two women knitted black wool feverishly.238 People were arriving, and the younger 
one was walking back and forth introducing them. The old one sat on her chair. Her flat cloth 
slippers were propped239 up on a foot-warmer, and a cat reposed240 on her lap. She wore a 
starched241 white affair242 on her head, had a wart on one cheek, and silver-rimmed 
spectacles243 hung on the tip of her nose. She glanced at me above the glasses. The swift244 and 
indifferent245 placidity246 of that look troubled me. Two youths247 with foolish and cheery 
countenances248 were being piloted249 over, and she threw at them the same quick glance of 
unconcerned wisdom.250 She seemed to know all about them and about me, too. An eerie251 
feeling came over me. She seemed uncanny252 and fateful.253 Often far away there I thought of 
these two, guarding the door of Darkness, knitting black wool as for a warm pall,254 one 

                                                 
226  murmur, v. To say quietly, to mutter, to mumble 
227  vaguely, adv. Indistinctly, hazily; also inexplicitly, unclearly, ambiguously 
228  Bon Voyage: (Have a) good trip. 
229  compassionate, adj. Sympathetic, empathetic 
230  desolation, n. Grief, sadness; also devastation, ruin 
231  sympathy, n. Compassion, pity (from a Greek word meaning "affected by similar feelings") 
232  undertake, v. To accept as a charge or responsibility, to promise  
233  disclose, v. To make known, to reveal, to expose 
234  unease, n. Anxiousness, apprehensiveness, insecurity 
235  ceremony, n. A formal act, a routine act, a ritual 
236  ominous, adj. Menacing, threatening; also portentous, foreshadowing (esp. evil), inauspicious 
237  conspiracy, n. A secret plot, a scheme, intrigue 
238  feverish, adj. Intensely agitated 
239  prop, v. To support by placing something beneath 
240  repose, v. To lie at rest, to relax 
241  starched, adj. Stiff (starch is used to stiffen clothing, for instance collars) 
242  affair, n. A vaguely specified object or collection of objects (i.e., "the house was a two-story affair") 
243  spectacles, pl. n. Glasses 
244  swift, adj. Quick, fast, rapid; also occurring suddenly within a very short time 
245  indifferent, adj. Uninterested 
246  placidity, n. Calmness, tranquility, quietude; also satisfaction, complacency 
247  youth, n. A young person (esp. a young man between adolescence and maturity) 
248  countenance, n. A face, an expression 
249  pilot, v. To steer, to direct, to guide  
250  wisdom, n. Insight, good sense, sagacity 
251  eerie, adj. Spine-chilling, unearthly, spooky 
252  uncanny, adj. So perceptive or intuitive as to seem supernatural 
253  fateful, adj. Fatal, disastrous, catastrophic; also involving momentous consequences, decisive, significant, 
crucial 
254  pall, n. A cloth draped over a coffin 



introducing, introducing continuously255 to the unknown, the other scrutinizing256 the cheery 
and foolish faces with unconcerned old eyes. Ave! Old knitter of black wool. Morituri te 
salutant.257 Not many of those she looked at ever saw her again—not half, by a long way. 
 "There was yet a visit to the doctor. `A simple formality,'258 assured259 me the secretary, 
with an air260 of taking an immense261 part in all my sorrows.262 Accordingly a young chap 
wearing his hat over the left eyebrow, some clerk263 I suppose—there must have been clerks in 
the business, though the house was as still as a house in a city of the dead—came from 
somewhere up-stairs, and led me forth.264 He was shabby265 and careless, with inkstains on the 
sleeves of his jacket, and his cravat266 was large and billowy, under a chin shaped like the toe of 
an old boot. It was a little too early for the doctor, so I proposed267 a drink, and thereupon268 he 
developed269 a vein270 of joviality.271 As we sat over our vermouths272 he glorified273 the 
Company's business, and by and by274 I expressed275 casually276 my surprise at him not going 
out there. He became very cool and collected all at once. `I am not such a fool as I look, quoth277 
Plato278 to his disciples,'279 he said sententiously,280 emptied his glass with great resolution,281 
and we rose. 
 "The old doctor felt my pulse, evidently thinking of something else the while. `Good, 
good for there,' he mumbled, and then with a certain eagerness asked me whether I would let him 
measure my head.282 Rather surprised, I said Yes, when he produced a thing like calipers283 and 

                                                 
255  continuously, adv. Continually, without cease, constantly, perpetually, uninterruptedly 
256  scrutinize, v. To observe carefully, to examine, to inspect critically 
257  Ave! ...Morituri te salutant: Latin: "Hail [emperor]! ...Those who are about to die salute you." Said by 

gladiators to the emperor Claudius before a mock sea battle. 
258  formality, n. An established procedure that is required or usual 
259  assure, v. To inform positively, to give one's word to 
260  air, n. An appearance, an atmosphere, a feeling 
261  immensity, adj. Hugeness, vastness, enormity 
262  sorrow, n. A cause of sadness, a grief, a misfortune 
263  clerk, n. Someone who keeps records/accounts or does general office work, a secretary, a bookkeeper, an 

office worker 
264  forth, adv. Forward, onward, ahead 
265  shabby, adj. Threadbare, worn out, ragged 
266  cravat, n. A necktie 
267  propose, v. To put forward for consideration, to suggest 
268  thereupon, adv. Immediately after that 
269  develop, v. To unfold gradually, to grow; also to make gradually evident 
270  vein, n. An element, a quality, a strain 
271  joviality, n. Hearty conviviality, good cheer, jollity, merriment, glee 
272  vermouth, n. An aperitif wine often used in mixed drinks 
273  glorify, v. To glamorize, to praise highly, to exalt 
274  by and by, adv. Before long, soon 
275  express, v. To communicate, to state, to show, to make known, to convey 
276  casually, adv. Nonchalantly, as if unconcerned 
277  quoth, v. (past tense) Said 
278  Plato: A Greek philosopher. 
279  disciple, n. A follower, an adherent, one who accepts and helps to spread another's doctrines 
280  sententiously, adv. In an overly moralizing way; also eloquently, expressively, articulately 
281  resolution, n. Firm determination 
282  measure my head: A reference to phrenology, the study and measurement of the contours of people's 

skulls in the belief that the shape of someone's skull was indicative of his or her personality traits. 
283  calipers, n. An instrument with two adjustable arms (like pincers), generally used to measure diameter or 

thickness 



got the dimensions284 back and front and every way, taking notes carefully. He was an unshaven 
little man in a threadbare285 coat like a gaberdine,286 with his feet in slippers, and I thought him 
a harmless fool. `I always ask leave,287 in the interests of science, to measure the crania288 of 
those going out there,' he said. `And when they come back, too?' I asked. `Oh, I never see them,' 
he remarked; `and, moreover,289 the changes take place inside, you know.' He smiled, as if at 
some quiet joke. `So you are going out there. Famous. Interesting, too.' He gave me a 
searching290 glance, and made another note. `Ever any madness in your family?' he asked, in a 
matter-of-fact tone. I felt very annoyed. `Is that question in the interests of science, too?' `It 
would be,' he said, without taking notice of my irritation,291 `interesting for science to watch the 
mental changes of individuals, on the spot, but . . .' `Are you an alienist?'292 I interrupted.293 
`Every doctor should be—a little,' answered that original,294 imperturbably.295 `I have a little 
theory296 which you messieurs297 who go out there must help me to prove. This is my share in 
the advantages298 my country shall reap299 from the possession of such a magnificent300 
dependency.301 The mere302 wealth303 I leave to others. Pardon my questions, but you are the 
first Englishman coming under my observation304 . . .' I hastened305 to assure306 him I was not 
in the least typical.307 `If I were,' said I, `I wouldn't be talking like this with you.' `What you say 
is rather profound,308 and probably erroneous,'309 he said, with a laugh. `Avoid irritation310 
more than exposure311 to the sun. Adieu. How do you English say, eh? Good-bye. Ah! Good-

                                                 
284  dimension, n. A measure of size (length, width, height, i.e.)  
285  threadbare, adj. Frayed, shabby 
286  gaberdine, n. A long loose outer garment worn in medieval times 
287  leave, n. Permission to do something, authorization, consent 
288  crania, pl. n. Skulls, heads (singular cranium) 
289  moreover, adv. In addition, besides, additionally, as well, furthermore 
290  searching, adj. Examining, critical 
291  irritation, n. Vexation, annoyance 
292  alienist, n. A psychiatrist, a psychologist (from French, where "aliené" meant "insane" and an "aliéniste" 

was someone who cared for the mentally ill) 
293  interrupt, v. To hinder or stop the action (esp. the speech) of, to interfere with (by starting to speak in the 

middle of what someone else is saying) 
294  original, n. A unique or eccentric person, a character 
295  imperturbably, adv. In a calm and collected way, coolly, composedly 
296  theory, n. An assumption based on limited information, a conjecture, a hypothesis, a supposition 
297  messieurs, pl. n. Sirs (plural of monsieur) 
298  advantage, n. A benefit, a gain 
299  reap, v. To get as a result of effort, to acquire, to obtain 
300  magnificent, adj. Exceptionally fine, sublime, impressive, striking 
301  dependency, n. A territory that is under another country's government or control but that has not been 

formally annexed 
302  mere, adj. Nothing more than, only 
303  wealth, n. Property with an economic value, resources, riches, holdings, assets, possessions 
304  observation, n. Watching attentively, scrutiny 
305  hasten, v. To hurry, to rush, to move or act quickly 
306  assure, v. To inform positively, to give one's word to 
307  typical, adj. Representative, characteristic, conforming to a type 
308  profound, adj. Deep, far-reaching 
309  erroneous, adj. Incorrect, mistaken, wrong 
310  irritation, n. Vexation, annoyance 
311  exposure, n. Subjection to, openness to, experience of 



bye. Adieu. In the tropics one must before everything keep calm.' . . . He lifted a warning 
forefinger.312 . . . `Du calme, du calme. Adieu.'313 
 "One thing more remained to do—say good-bye to my excellent aunt. I found her 
triumphant.314 I had a cup of tea—the last decent315 cup of tea for many days—and in a room 
that most soothingly316 looked just as you would expect a lady's drawing-room317 to look, we 
had a long quiet chat318 by the fireside. In the course of these confidences319 it became quite 
plain320 to me I had been represented321 to the wife of the high dignitary,322 and goodness 
knows to how many more people besides, as an exceptional323 and gifted324 creature—a piece of 
good fortune for the Company—a man you don't get hold of every day. Good heavens! and I was 
going to take charge of a two-penny-half-penny325 river-steamboat with a penny whistle326 
attached! It appeared, however, I was also one of the Workers, with a capital—you know. 
Something like an emissary327 of light, something like a lower sort of apostle.328 There had been 
a lot of such rot329 let loose in print and talk just about that time, and the excellent woman, living 
right in the rush of all that humbug,330 got carried off her feet. She talked about 'weaning331 
those ignorant332 millions from their horrid333 ways,' till, upon my word, she made me quite 
uncomfortable. I ventured334 to hint that the Company was run for profit.335 
 "`You forget, dear Charlie, that the labourer336 is worthy of his hire,'337 she said, 
brightly.338 It's queer339 how out of touch with truth women are. They live in a world of their 
own, and there has never been anything like it, and never can be. It is too beautiful altogether,340 
and if they were to set it up it would go to pieces before the first sunset. Some confounded341 
                                                 
312  forefinger, n. The index finger 
313  Du calme, du calme. Adieu.: Some calm, some calm. Goodbye. 
314  triumphant, adj. Exulting in success, rejoicing in victory 
315  decent, adj. Fairly good but not excellent, adequate, satisfactory, acceptable 
316  soothingly, adv. Calmingly, placatingly; also alleviatingly, comfortingly, relievingly 
317  drawing-room, n. A formal reception room 
318  chat, n. A conversation, a talk 
319  confidence, n. A secret 
320  plain, adj. Obvious, clear, evident 
321  represent, v. To portray, to depict 
322  dignitary, n. A person of high rank, a personality, a luminary  
323  exceptional, adj. Well above average, extraordinary, outstanding 
324  gifted, adj. Talented, clever, skilled 
325  two-penny-half-penny, adj. Of little worth, cheap 
326  penny whistle, n. A toy whistle 
327  emissary, n. An ambassador, a messenger, an envoy, a representative 
328  apostle, n. An ardent supporter, an adherent; also one of a group of men, originally Christ's disciples, 

sent out to spread Christianity 
329  rot, n. Nonsense 
330  humbug, n. Nonsense, drivel 
331  wean, v. To free from an unwholesome habit, to separate 
332  ignorant, adj. Uneducated, uninformed 
333  horrid, adj. Offensive, repulsive, disgusting, loathsome, nasty 
334  venture, v. To offer at risk of rejection or censure, to advance, to put forward 
335  profit, n. Gain, earnings, income, benefit 
336  labourer (laborer), n. A worker, a hand, a workman (esp. one who does unskilled physical work for pay) 
337  hire, n. Wages, pay 
338  brightly, adv. Cheerfully 
339  queer, adj. Strange, odd, peculiar 
340  altogether, adv. Wholly, completely; also all told, in all, on the whole 
341  confounded, adj. Damned, blasted (used as a swear) 



fact we men have been living contentedly with ever since the day of creation would start up and 
knock the whole thing over. 
 "After this I got embraced, told to wear flannel,342 be sure to write often, and so on—and 
I left. In the street—I don't know why—a queer343 feeling came to me that I was an imposter.344 
Odd thing that I, who used to clear out345 for any part of the world at twenty-four hours' notice, 
with less thought than most men give to the crossing of a street, had a moment—I won't say of 
hesitation,346 but of startled pause, before this commonplace347 affair.348 The best way I can 
explain it to you is by saying that, for a second or two, I felt as though, instead of going to the 
centre of a continent, I were about to set off for the centre of the earth. 
 "I left in a French steamer,349 and she called in every blamed port350 they have out there, 
for, as far as I could see, the sole351 purpose of landing soldiers and custom-house352 officers. I 
watched the coast.353 Watching a coast as it slips by the ship is like thinking about an enigma.354 
There it is before you—smiling, frowning, inviting, grand, mean,355 insipid,356 or savage,357 and 
always mute358 with an air359 of whispering, `Come and find out.' This one was almost 
featureless,360 as if still in the making, with an aspect361 of monotonous362 grimness.363 The 
edge of a colossal364 jungle, so dark-green as to be almost black, fringed365 with white surf,366 
ran straight, like a ruled367 line, far, far away along a blue sea whose glitter was blurred by a 
creeping mist. The sun was fierce,368 the land seemed to glisten369 and drip with steam. Here and 
there greyish-whitish specks showed up clustered370 inside the white surf,371 with a flag flying 
above them perhaps. Settlements some centuries old, and still no bigger than pinheads on the 
                                                 
342  flannel, n. A soft, warm wool or cotton fabric 
343  queer, adj. Strange, odd, peculiar 
344  imposter (impostor), n. A fake, a charlatan, a humbug, a mountebank 
345  clear out, v. To depart, to leave 
346  hesitation, n. Uncertainty, wavering; also reluctance 
347  commonplace, adj. Ordinary, unremarkable 
348  affair, n. A matter, a concern 
349  steamer, n. A ship whose engine runs on steam 
350  port, n. A harbor town or city where ships dock 
351  sole, adj. Single, lone, only 
352  custom-house, n. A building where duties (taxes on imports/exports) are collected and where vessels are 

entered and cleared 
353  coast, n. Seashore, the land near a shore 
354  enigma, n. An ambiguous or inexplicable thing, a riddle, a puzzle 
355  mean, adj. Worthy of little regard, contemptible; also undignified or dishonorable, base, low 
356  insipid, adj. Unexciting, uninteresting, dull, boring 
357  savage, adj. Uncivilized, barbaric, wild; also vicious, merciless, brutal 
358  mute, adj. Unable to speak, dumb; also silent 
359  air, n. An appearance, an atmosphere, a feeling 
360  featureless, adj. Without any noticeable parts or characteristics, nondescript, plain 
361  aspect, n. An appearance, an air, a look 
362  monotonous, adj. Tediously repetitious, w/out variety, humdrum, routine, unvaried 
363  grim, adj. Somber, gloomy 
364  colossal, adj. Huge, gigantic, enormous 
365  fringed, adj. Bordered, edged, hemmed 
366  surf, n. The ocean waves that break upon the shore; also the foam and sound of breaking waves 
367  ruled, adj. Drawn with a ruler, straight 
368  fierce, adj. Extremely intense 
369  glisten, v. To sparkle, to flash, to gleam, to shimmer, to glitter 
370  cluster, v. To collect into a small group close together, to group, to gather together 
371  surf, n. The ocean waves that break upon the shore; also the foam and sound of breaking waves 



untouched expanse372 of their background. We pounded along, stopped, landed soldiers; went 
on, landed custom-house373 clerks374 to levy375 toll376 in what looked like a God-forsaken 
wilderness, with a tin shed and a flag-pole lost in it; landed more soldiers—to take care of the 
custom-house377 clerks,378 presumably.379 Some, I heard, got drowned in the surf;380 but 
whether they did or not, nobody seemed particularly381 to care. They were just flung out there, 
and on we went. Every day the coast382 looked the same, as though we had not moved; but we 
passed various places—trading places—with names like Gran' Bassam, Little Popo; names that 
seemed to belong to some sordid383 farce384 acted in front of a sinister385 back-cloth.386 The 
idleness387 of a passenger, my isolation388 amongst389 all these men with whom I had no point 
of contact, the oily and languid390 sea, the uniform391 sombreness392 of the coast,393 seemed to 
keep me away from the truth of things, within the toil394 of a mournful395 and senseless 
delusion.396 The voice of the surf397 heard now and then was a positive pleasure, like the speech 
of a brother. It was something natural, that had its reason, that had a meaning. Now and then a 
boat from the shore gave one a momentary398 contact with reality.399 It was paddled by black 
fellows. You could see from afar400 the white of their eyeballs glistening.401 They shouted, sang; 
their bodies streamed with perspiration;402 they had faces like grotesque403 masks—these 

                                                 
372  expanse, n. A large area or range, breadth, spread, stretch, extent 
373  custom-house, n. A building where duties (taxes on imports/exports) are collected and where vessels are 

entered and cleared 
374  clerk, n. Someone who keeps records/accounts or does general office work, a secretary, a bookkeeper 
375  levy, v. To impose/collect by legal authority, to require by authority, to exact 
376  toll, n. Taxes 
377  custom-house, n. A building where duties (taxes on imports/exports) are collected and where vessels are 

entered and cleared 
378  clerk, n. Someone who keeps records/accounts or does general office work, a secretary, a bookkeeper, an 

office worker 
379  presumably, adv. Probably, by reasonable assumption, likely 
380  surf, n. The ocean waves that break upon the shore 
381  particularly, adv. Specifically, especially 
382  coast, n. Seashore, the land near a shore 
383  sordid, adj. Base, vile, low, wretched 
384  farce, n. A comedy; also a ludicrous empty show, a mockery, a sham, a travesty 
385  sinister, adj. Suggesting evil, malign, presaging trouble, ominous 
386  back-cloth, n. Backdrop, a painted cloth hung across the rear of a stage, background 
387  idleness, n. Inactivity, lack of something to do 
388  isolation, n. Solitude, seclusion, separation from others 
389  amongst, prep. In the midst of, surrounded by 
390  languid, adj. Listless, lacking energy/vitality, weak, lifeless, lethargic 
391  uniformity, n. Being the same, consistency, lack of variation 
392  sombre (somber), Dark, gloomy, melancholy, dismal 
393  coast, n. Seashore, the land near a shore 
394  toil, n. Hard work, tiring labor 
395  mournful, adj. Melancholy, sorrowful, grieving, sad 
396  delusion, n. A false opinion, an erroneous perception, a misbelief, a misconception 
397  surf, n. The foam and sound of breaking waves 
398  momentary, adj. Short-lived, transient, fleeting, ephemeral 
399  reality, n. That which exists objectively and in fact 
400  afar, n. A great distance 
401  glisten, v. To sparkle, to flash, to gleam, to shimmer, to glitter 
402  perspiration, n. Sweat 
403  grotesque, adj. Fanciful, bizarre, fantastic, eerie, weird 



chaps; but they had bone, muscle, a wild vitality,404 an intense405 energy of movement, that was 
as natural and true as the surf406 along their coast.407 They wanted no excuse for being there. 
They were a great comfort to look at. For a time I would feel I belonged still to a world of 
straightforward408 facts; but the feeling would not last long. Something would turn up to scare 
it away. Once, I remember, we came upon a man-of-war409 anchored off the coast.410 There 
wasn't even a shed there, and she was shelling411 the bush. It appears the French had one of their 
wars going on thereabouts.412 Her ensign413 dropped limp like a rag; the muzzles414 of the long 
six-inch guns stuck out all over the low hull;415 the greasy, slimy swell416 swung her up lazily 
and let her down, swaying417 her thin masts. In the empty immensity418 of earth, sky, and water, 
there she was, incomprehensible,419 firing into a continent. Pop, would go one of the six-inch 
guns; a small flame would dart420 and vanish,421 a little white smoke would disappear, a tiny 
projectile422 would give a feeble423 screech424—and nothing happened. Nothing could happen. 
There was a touch425 of insanity in the proceeding,426 a sense of lugubrious427 drollery428 in the 
sight; and it was not dissipated429 by somebody on board assuring430 me earnestly431 there was 
a camp of natives—he called them enemies!—hidden out of sight somewhere. 
 "We gave her her letters (I heard the men in that lonely ship were dying of fever at the 
rate of three a day) and went on. We called at some more places with farcical432 names, where 
the merry dance of death and trade goes on in a still and earthy atmosphere as of an overheated 
catacomb;433 all along the formless coast434 bordered by dangerous surf,435 as if Nature herself 
                                                 
404  vitality, n. Vigor, energy, liveliness 
405  intense, adj. Extreme, acute, concentrated 
406  surf, n. The ocean waves that break upon the shore; also the foam and sound of breaking waves 
407  coast, n. Seashore, the land near a shore 
408  straightforward, adj. Unevasive, clear, candid, precise 
409  man-of-war, n. A fighting warship 
410  coast, n. Seashore, the land near a shore 
411  shell, v. To bombard, to bomb, to attack with artillery, to fire on 
412  thereabouts, adv. Near that place, in that area 
413  ensign, n. A flag flown by a ship as a symbol of nationality 
414  muzzle, n. The firing end of a weapon 
415  hull, n. The frame or body of a boat 
416  swell, n. A long wave or succession of waves 
417  sway, v. To move back and forth 
418  immensity, n. Hugeness, vastness, enormousness 
419  incomprehensible, adj. Unintelligible, impossible to understand 
420  dart, v. To move with sudden speed 
421  vanish, v. To disappear 
422  projectile, n. Something propelled by outside force and continuing to move by its own inertia, a missle (esp. 

for a weapon) 
423  feeble, adj.  Weak, frail, enervated 
424  screech, n. A sound suggestive of a high-pitched cry 
425  touch, n. Something slight, a hint, a bit 
426  proceeding, n. A course of action, a procedure 
427  lugubrious, adj. Mournful (esp. exaggeratedly so), melancholy; also dismal, gloomy, dreary 
428  drollery, n. Something whimsical/humorous/odd, humor, funniness, comedy 
429  dissipate, v. To disperse, to drive away, to scatter 
430  assure, v. To inform positively, to give one's word to 
431  earnestness, n. Deep sincerity or seriousness, gravity 
432  farce, n. A comedy; also a ludicrous empty show, a mockery, a sham, a travesty  
433  catacomb, n. An underground group of passageways (oft. in a cemetery, for tombs) 
434  coast, n. Seashore, the land near a shore 



had tried to ward off intruders;436 in and out of rivers, streams of death in life, whose banks 
were rotting into mud, whose waters, thickened into slime, invaded437 the contorted438 
mangroves,439 that seemed to writhe440 at us in the extremity441 of an impotent442 despair.443 
Nowhere did we stop long enough to get a particularized444 impression,445 but the general 
sense of vague446 and oppressive447 wonder grew upon me. It was like a weary448 pilgrimage449 
amongst450 hints for nightmares. 
 "It was upward of451 thirty days before I saw the mouth of the big river. We anchored off 
the seat of the government. But my work would not begin till some two hundred miles farther on. 
So as soon as I could I made a start for a place thirty miles higher up. 
 "I had my passage452 on a little sea-going steamer.453 Her captain was a Swede, and 
knowing me for a seaman, invited me on the bridge. He was a young man, lean,454 fair,455 and 
morose,456 with lanky457 hair and a shuffling458 gait.459 As we left the miserable460 little 
wharf,461 he tossed his head contemptuously462 at the shore. `Been living there?' he asked. I 
said, `Yes.' `Fine lot these government chaps—are they not?' he went on, speaking English with 
great precision463 and considerable464 bitterness.465 `It is funny what some people will do for a 
few francs466 a month. I wonder what becomes of that kind when it goes upcountry?'467 I said to 
him I expected to see that soon. `So-o-o!' he exclaimed.468 He shuffled469 athwart,470 keeping 

                                                                                                                                                             
435  surf, n. The ocean waves that break upon the shore 
436  intruder, n. One who comes in inappropriately or rudely, an interloper 
437  invade, v. To encroach upon, to infringe, to trespass 
438  contorted, adj. Twisted, deformed, distorted, misshapen, warped 
439  mangrove, n. A tropical marine tree that sends out a dense mass of prop roots 
440  writhe, v. To twist (as from pain/suffering), to thrash, to squirm 
441  extremity, n. An intense degree, the utmost degree, an extreme 
442  impotent, adj. Lacking strength, weak, powerless 
443  despair, n. Loss of hope, discouragement, despondency 
444  particular, adj. Not general or universal, specific, distinct 
445  impression, n. A feeling, a sense, an idea 
446  vaguely, adv. Indistinctly, hazily 
447  oppressive, adj. Difficult to bear, burdensome 
448  weary, adj. Tiresome, tedious 
449  pilgrimage, n. A journey (esp. made by a devotee to a shrine or sacred place) 
450  amongst, prep. In the midst of, surrounded by 
451  upward of, adv. More than, in excess of 
452  passage, n. Conveyance as a passenger, accommodations on transportation 
453  steamer, n. A ship whose engine runs on steam 
454  lean, adj. Slim, slender, skinny, lacking fat, gaunt, scrawny, spare, thin 
455  fair, adj. Not dark, blond and/or light-skinned 
456  morose, adj. Sullenly melancholy, gloomy, glum, dour 
457  lanky (Conrad means "lank"), adj. Hanging straight and limp; also slender, thin, lean, spare 
458  shuffle, v. To move (the feet) by sliding along without lifting 
459  gait, n. One's walk, pace, stride, a way or rate of moving on foot 
460  miserable, adj. Wretchedly inadequate or meager 
461  wharf, n. A dock, a pier, a structure used by ships to take on and discharge cargo/passengers 
462  contemptuously, adv. Disdainfully, scornfully 
463  precision, n. Preciseness, exactness, accuracy 
464  considerable, adj. Large in amount or degree, significant, sizable, substantial 
465  bitterness, n. Resentment, rancor, animosity 
466  franc: A monetary unit 
467  upcountry (up-country), n. An inland area, backcountry  
468  exclaim, v. To cry out, to speak in strong/sudden emotion 



one eye ahead vigilantly.471 `Don't be too sure,' he continued. `The other day I took up a man 
who hanged himself on the road. He was a Swede, too.' `Hanged himself! Why, in God's name?' 
I cried. He kept on looking out watchfully. `Who knows? The sun too much for him, or the 
country perhaps.' 
 "At last we opened a reach.472 A rocky cliff appeared, mounds of turned-up earth473 by 
the shore, houses on a hill, others with iron roofs, amongst474 a waste475 of excavations,476 or 
hanging to the declivity.477 A continuous478 noise of the rapids479 above hovered480 over this 
scene of inhabited481 devastation.482 A lot of people, mostly black and naked, moved about like 
ants. A jetty483 projected484 into the river. A blinding sunlight drowned all this at times in a 
sudden recrudescence485 of glare.486 `There's your Company's station,' said the Swede, pointing 
to three wooden barrack-like487 structures on the rocky slope. `I will send your things up. Four 
boxes did you say? So. Farewell.' 
 "I came upon a boiler488 wallowing489 in the grass, then found a path leading up the hill. 
It turned aside for the boulders,490 and also for an undersized491 railway-truck lying there on its 
back with its wheels in the air. One was off. The thing looked as dead as the carcass492 of some 
animal. I came upon more pieces of decaying493 machinery,494 a stack of rusty rails. To the left 
a clump of trees made a shady spot, where dark things seemed to stir495 feebly.496 I blinked, the 
path was steep. A horn tooted to the right, and I saw the black people run. A heavy and dull497 
detonation498 shook the ground, a puff of smoke came out of the cliff, and that was all. No 
                                                                                                                                                             
469  shuffle, v. To move (the feet) by sliding along without lifting 
470  athwart, adv. Across, crossways, crosswise, transversely 
471  vigilantly, adv. Alertly, watchfully 
472  reach, n. A straight part of a river 
473  earth, n. Soil, dirt 
474  amongst, prep. In the midst of, surrounded by 
475  waste, n. A barren area, a desert, a wasteland 
476  excavation, n. A hole formed by digging, a pit 
477  declivity, n. A descending slope, descent, decline 
478  continuous, adj. Continual, ceaseless, constant, perpetual, uninterrupted 
479  rapids, n. Part of a river where the current is fast & there are often obstructions (i.e. rocks) 
480  hover, v. To hang in the air, to be suspended, to float 
481  inhabited, adj. Lived in, occupied, tenanted 
482  devastation, n. Wasted land, destruction 
483  jetty, n. A landing pier, a wharf, a dock 
484  projection, n. Something that extends beyond a line or edge 
485  recrudescence, n. A new outbreak after a time of abatement or inactivity, renewal, reoccurrence, 

reappearance, revival 
486  glare, n. A harsh uncomfortably bright light, a blaze 
487  barrack-like, adj. Resembling a building used to lodge soldiers or a shed/barn that provides temporary 
housing 
488  boiler, n. The part of a steam generator in which water is turned into steam 
489  wallow, v. To roll oneself about lazily or ungainly 
490  boulder, n. A large rock 
491  undersized, adj. Of less than normal/average size, smaller than usual 
492  carcass, n. A dead body, a corpse 
493  decay, v. To fall into ruin, to decline, to decompose, to rot 
494  machinery, n. Machines in general 
495  stir, v. To move slightly or begin to move 
496  feeble, adj. Weak, frail, enervated 
497  dull, adj. Not intense, muted, subdued 
498  detonation, n. An explosion 



change appeared on the face of the rock. They were building a railway. The cliff was not in the 
way or anything; but this objectless499 blasting500 was all the work going on. 
 "A slight clinking behind me made me turn my head. Six black men advanced501 in a 
file,502 toiling503 up the path. They walked erect504 and slow, balancing small baskets full of 
earth505 on their heads, and the clink kept time506 with their footsteps. Black rags were wound 
round their loins,507 and the short ends behind waggled508 to and fro like tails. I could see every 
rib, the joints509 of their limbs510 were like knots in a rope; each had an iron collar on his neck, 
and all were connected together with a chain whose bights511 swung between them, 
rhythmically512 clinking. Another report513 from the cliff made me think suddenly of that ship 
of war I had seen firing into a continent. It was the same kind of ominous514 voice; but these men 
could by no stretch of imagination be called enemies. They were called criminals, and the 
outraged515 law, like the bursting shells,516 had come to them, an insoluble517 mystery518 from 
the sea. All their meagre519 breasts panted520 together, the violently521 dilated522 nostrils523 
quivered,524 the eyes stared stonily525 uphill. They passed me within six inches, without a 
glance, with that complete, deathlike indifference526 of unhappy savages.527 Behind this raw528 
matter529 one of the reclaimed,530 the product531 of the new forces at work, strolled532 

                                                 
499  object, n. A purpose, a goal, an intention 
500  blasting, n. Use of explosives to shatter/remove/form (something), excavation with explosives 
501  advance, v. To move forward, to proceed 
502  file, n. A line, a row of people/animals/things arranged one behind the other 
503  toil, v. To proceed with laborious effort, to plod, to exert oneself 
504  erect, adj. Vertical, firmly or rigidly straight in posture, upright, standing up straight 
505  earth, n. Soil, dirt 
506  keep time, v. To stay in accord with a beat, to stay in rhythm 
507  loins, pl. n. The pubic region, the genital area 
508  waggle, v. To wobble, to wag, to sway, to move from side to side 
509  joint, n. The place where two bones meet (and the surrounding tissue) 
510  limb, n. A human leg or arm 
511  bight, n. A slack part in a rope 
512  rhythmic, adj. Pertaining to or having recurring sound patterns, regularly recurrent 
513  report, n. An explosive noise 
514  ominous, adj. Menacing, threatening; also portentous, foreshadowing (esp. evil), inauspicious 
515  outraged, adj. Violated, offended; also angry or resentful (usu. at some serious offense), irate, furious, 
incensed 
516  shell, n. An explosive projectile for a cannon 
517  insoluble, adj. Unsolvable or unexplainable, irresolvable, inexplicable 
518  mysterious, adj. Inexplicable or incomprehensible, enigmatic, cryptic, puzzling 
519  meagre (meager), adj. Spare, sparse, scanty, thin 
520  pant, v. To breathe quickly or in a labored way, to gasp, to huff, to be out of breath 
521  violently, adv. Extremely, intensely 
522  dilate, v. To enlarge, to widen, to expand 
523  nostril, n. One of the openings in a nose 
524  quiver, v. To shake, to tremble 
525  stonily, adv. Without motion or reaction, dumbly, expressionlessly; also in a way insensitive to human feeling 

(esp. pity), obdurately, unfeelingly 
526  indifferent, adj. Uninterested, apathetic 
527  savage, n. One regarded as uncivilized or brutal, fierce, & vicious; a barbarian 
528  raw, adj. In or nearly in the natural state, unprocessed, unrefined 
529  matter, n. Material substance 
530  reclaim, v. To return to a useful condition, to restore; also to return to a proper course, to reform 
531  product, n. Result, consequence, outcome; also something made, output 



despondently,533 carrying a rifle534 by its middle. He had a uniform jacket with one button off, 
and seeing a white man on the path, hoisted535 his weapon to his shoulder with alacrity.536 This 
was simple prudence,537 white men being so much alike at a distance that he could not tell who I 
might be. He was speedily reassured,538 and with a large, white, rascally539 grin, and a glance at 
his charge,540 seemed to take me into partnership in his exalted541 trust.542 After all, I also was a 
part of the great cause543 of these high and just544 proceedings.545 
 "Instead of going up, I turned and descended546 to the left. My idea was to let that chain-
gang547 get out of sight before I climbed the hill. You know I am not particularly548 tender;549 
I've had to strike550 and to fend551 off. I've had to resist552 and to attack sometimes—that's only 
one way of resisting—without counting the exact cost, according to the demands of such sort of 
life as I had blundered553 into. I've seen the devil of violence, and the devil of greed, and the 
devil of hot desire;554 but, by all the stars! these were strong, lusty,555 red-eyed devils, that 
swayed556 and drove men—men, I tell you. But as I stood on this hillside, I foresaw557 that in the 
blinding sunshine of that land I would become acquainted558 with a flabby,559 pretending, weak-
eyed devil of a rapacious560 and pitiless561 folly.562 How insidious563 he could be, too, I was 
only to find out several months later and a thousand miles farther. For a moment I stood 

                                                                                                                                                             
532  stroll, v. To walk in a leisurely or idle way, to ramble, to amble, to saunter 
533  despondent, adj. Despairing, dejected, depressed 
534  rifle, n. A type of gun, fired with the butt resting on the firer's shoulder 
535  hoist, v. To raise or haul up, to lift 
536  alacrity, n. Eagerness, enthusiasm 
537  prudence, n. Discretion, foresight, forethought 
538  reassure, v. To restore to confidence, to relieve, to soothe 
539  rascal, n. A playfully mischievous person; also an unscrupulous, dishonest person; a scoundrel 
540  charge, n. A person or thing committed to another's care, an obligation, a duty 
541  exalt, v. To glorify, to praise; also to elevate, to raise (in esteem) 
542  trust, n. A charge/duty given in faith, an obligation imposed in confidence/as a condition of some 
relationship 
543  cause, n. A charitable undertaking; also a reason behind, a motive for 
544  just, adj. Righteous, fair, morally right, equitable 
545  proceeding, n. A course of action, a procedure; also legal action, litigation 
546  descend, v. To go down 
547  chain-gang (chain gang), n. A group of slaves or convicted criminals chained together to perform work 
548  particularly, adv. To an unusual degree 
549  tender, adj. Delicate, fragile (in this case, emotionally) 
550  strike, v. To hit, to deliver a blow, to attack, to engage in battle, to fight 
551  fend, v. To defend against, to keep away, to ward off, to repel 
552  resist, v. To remain firm against or try to fend off, to oppose, to combat 
553  blunder, v. To move unsteadily or confusedly, to stumble 
554  desire, n. Lust 
555  lusty, adj. Full of strength and passion, healthy, vigorous, hearty, robust 
556  sway, v. To rule, to govern, to control, to influence, to affect 
557  foresee, v. To discern beforehand, to divine, to know in advance 
558  acquainted, adj. Accustomed, familiar, informed 
559  flabby, adj. Flaccid, limp, floppy, soft; also weak and ineffective, feeble, impotent, powerless, enervated 
560  rapacious, adj. Overly covetous, extremely greedy; also ravenous, voracious, gluttonous 
561  pitiless, adj. Merciless, coldhearted, uncompassionate, cruel 
562  folly, n. A foolish idea or act 
563  insidious, adj. Beguiling but harmful, alluring 



appalled,564 as though by a warning. Finally I descended565 the hill, obliquely,566 towards the 
trees I had seen. 
 "I avoided a vast567 artificial568 hole somebody had been digging on the slope, the 
purpose of which I found it impossible to divine.569 It wasn't a quarry570 or a sandpit, anyhow. It 
was just a hole. It might have been connected with the philanthropic571 desire572 of giving the 
criminals something to do. I don't know. Then I nearly fell into a very narrow573 ravine,574 
almost no more than a scar in the hillside. I discovered that a lot of imported575 drainage-pipes 
for the settlement576 had been tumbled in there. There wasn't one that was not broken. It was a 
wanton577 smash-up. At last I got under the trees. My purpose was to stroll578 into the shade for 
a moment; but no sooner within than it seemed to me I had stepped into the gloomy579 circle of 
some Inferno.580 The rapids581 were near, and an uninterrupted, uniform,582 headlong,583 
rushing noise filled the mournful584 stillness of the grove,585 where not a breath stirred,586 not a 
leaf moved, with a mysterious587 sound—as though the tearing588 pace589 of the launched earth 
had suddenly become audible.590 
 "Black shapes crouched, lay, sat between the trees leaning against the trunks, clinging to 
the earth, half coming out, half effaced591 within the dim light, in all the attitudes592 of pain, 
abandonment,593 and despair.594 Another mine595 on the cliff went off, followed by a slight 

                                                 
564  appalling, adj. Dismaying, horrifying, frightful, causing consternation 
565  descend, v. To go down 
566  oblique, adj. Slanting, sloping, inclined, not perpendicular 
567  vast, n. Immense, enormous, huge, gigantic 
568  artificial, adj. Not natural, manmade 
569  divine, v. To guess, to surmise, to infer 
570  quarry, n. A pit from which stone is obtained 
571  philanthropic, adj. Humanitarian, benevolent, charitable 
572  desire, n. A wish, a want 
573  narrow, adj. Of slender width, thin 
574  ravine, n. A small narrow valley with steep sides, usu. worn by running water 
575  imported, adj. Brought from a foreign/external source, brought into one country from another 
576  settlement, n. A small village 
577  wanton, adj. Unduly lavish, extravagant, unrestrained; also merciless, inhumane, malicious 
578  stroll, v. To walk in a leisurely or idle way, to ramble, to amble, to saunter 
579  gloomy, adj. Dismal, dreary 
580  Inferno: Hell 
581  rapids, n. Part of a river where the current is fast & there are often obstructions (i.e. rocks) 
582  uniformity, n. Being the same, consistency, lack of variation 
583  headlong, adj. Precipitate, unrestrained, impetuous, rushing 
584  mournful, adj. Melancholy, sorrowful, grieving, sad 
585  grove, n. A small wood or stand of trees 
586  stir, v. To move slightly or begin to move 
587  mysterious, adj. Inexplicable or incomprehensible, enigmatic, cryptic, puzzling 
588  tearing, adj. Hasty, violent 
589  pace, n. Rate of 
movement/progress, speed 
590  audible, adj. Capable of being heard 
591  efface, v. To erase, to eliminate or make indistinct as if by wearing away a surface 
592  attitude, n. Posture, arrangement of a body's parts, a position, pose 
593  abandonment, n. Being deserted, forsakenness 
594  despair, n. Loss of hope, discouragement, despondency 
595  mine, n. An explosive 



shudder596 of the soil under my feet. The work was going on. The work! And this was the place 
where some of the helpers had withdrawn597 to die. 
 "They were dying slowly—it was very clear. They were not enemies, they were not 
criminals, they were nothing earthly now—nothing but black shadows of disease and starvation, 
lying confusedly598 in the greenish gloom.599 Brought from all the recesses600 of the coast601 in 
all the legality602 of time contracts, lost in uncongenial603 surroundings, fed on unfamiliar food, 
they sickened, became inefficient, and were then allowed to crawl away and rest. These 
moribund604 shapes were free as air—and nearly as thin. I began to distinguish605 the gleam of 
the eyes under the trees. Then, glancing down, I saw a face near my hand. The black bones 
reclined606 at full length with one shoulder against the tree, and slowly the eyelids rose and the 
sunken eyes looked up at me, enormous607 and vacant,608 a kind of blind, white flicker in the 
depths of the orbs,609 which died out slowly. The man seemed young—almost a boy—but you 
know with them it's hard to tell. I found nothing else to do but to offer him one of my good 
Swede's ship's biscuits I had in my pocket. The fingers closed slowly on it and held—there was 
no other movement and no other glance. He had tied a bit of white worsted610 round his neck—
Why? Where did he get it? Was it a badge611—an ornament612—a charm613—a propitiatory614 
act? Was there any idea at all connected with it? It looked startling round his black neck, this bit 
of white thread from beyond the seas. 
 "Near the same tree two more bundles of acute615 angles sat with their legs drawn up. 
One, with his chin propped616 on his knees, stared at nothing, in an intolerable617 and 
appalling618 manner:619 his brother phantom620 rested its forehead, as if overcome621 with a 
great weariness;622 and all about others were scattered623 in every pose of contorted624 collapse, 

                                                 
596  shudder, n. A shiver, a tremble, a quiver 
597  withdraw, v. To go back or away, to remove oneself 
598  confusedly, adv. Disorderedly, in a mixed up/jumbled way; also indistinguishably, unclearly 
599  gloom, n. Partial or total darkness 
600  recess, n. An indentation, a cleft; also a hidden/secret/secluded place 
601  coast, n. Seashore, the land near a shore 
602  legality, n. Attachment to or observance of law (legalities, pl. n. Obligations imposed by law) 
603  uncongenial, adj. Not fitted, unsuitable; also not to one's taste, disagreeable 
604  moribund, adj. Approaching death, expiring, fading, deteriorating 
605  distinguish, v. To perceive, to discern, to make out 
606  recline, v. To lean backward; also to repose, to lie, to rest 
607  enormous, adj. Gigantic, immense, huge 
608  vacant, adj. Expressionless, blank 
609  orb, n. An eye 
610  worsted, n. A smooth compact yarn of long wool fibers 
611  badge, n. A characteristic mark, a sign, an emblem (showing membership in a group or given for a particular 

accomplishment) 
612  ornament, n. A decoration, an adornment 
613  charm, n. Something thought to have magical power, a talisman/spell 
614  propitiatory, adj. Expiatory, cleansing, purging (of guilt) 
615  acute, adj. Less than 90 degrees (used of an angle), less than a right angle 
616  prop, v. To support by placing something beneath 
617  intolerable, adj. Unbearable, insufferable, unsupportable, unendurable 
618  appalling, adj. Dismaying, horrifying, frightful, causing consternation 
619  manner, n. A way, a fashion 
620  phantom, n. A specter, an apparition, something that can be sensed but that has no substantial existence 
621  overcome, v. To affect deeply, to overpower 
622  weariness, n. Exhaustion, fatigue, tiredness 



as in some picture of a massacre625 or a pestilence.626 While I stood horror-struck, one of these 
creatures rose to his hands and knees, and went off on all-fours towards the river to drink. He 
lapped627 out of his hand, then sat up in the sunlight, crossing his shins in front of him, and after 
a time let his woolly628 head fall on his breastbone. 
 "I didn't want any more loitering629 in the shade, and I made haste630 towards the 
station.631 When near the buildings I met a white man, in such an unexpected elegance632 of get-
up633 that in the first moment I took him for a sort of vision.634 I saw a high starched635 collar, 
white cuffs, a light alpaca636 jacket, snowy637 trousers, a clean necktie, and varnished638 boots. 
No hat. Hair parted, brushed, oiled, under a green-lined parasol639 held in a big white hand. He 
was amazing, and had a penholder behind his ear. 
 "I shook hands with this miracle,640 and I learned he was the Company's chief641 
accountant,642 and that all the book-keeping643 was done at this station. He had come out for a 
moment, he said, 'to get a breath of fresh air.' The expression644 sounded wonderfully odd, with 
its suggestion645 of sedentary646 desk-life. I wouldn't have mentioned the fellow to you at all, 
only it was from his lips that I first heard the name of the man who is so indissolubly647 
connected with the memories of that time. Moreover,648 I respected the fellow. Yes; I respected 
his collars, his vast649 cuffs, his brushed hair. His appearance was certainly that of a hairdresser's 
dummy;650 but in the great demoralization651 of the land he kept up his appearance. That's 
backbone. His starched652 collars and got-up shirt-fronts were achievements653 of character.654 
                                                                                                                                                             
623  scatter, v. To separate widely, to disperse, to dissipate 
624  contorted, adj. Twisted, deformed, distorted, misshapen, warped 
625  massacre, n. Mass murder (of helpless/unresisting people; usu. overly cruel or inhumane), slaughter, a 
bloodbath 
626  pestilence, n. A plague, an epidemic disease 
627  lap, v. To take in drink with the tongue 
628  woolly, adj. Resembling wool 
629  loiter, v. To stay in a place for no obvious reason, to hang around, to idle 
630  make haste, v. To hurry 
631  the station: The local building where the colonial government is administered 
632  elegance, n. Refinement, grace, beauty, tasteful opulence 
633  get-up (getup), n. An outfit, a costume 
634  vision, n. A lovely or charming sight; also something seen in a dream or trance (esp. a supernatural thing that 

conveys a revelation) 
635  starched, adj. Stiff (starch is used to stiffen clothing, for instance collars) 
636  alpaca, adj. The wool of a domesticated llama-like Peruvian animal 
637  snowy, adj. White 
638  varnished, adj. Smooth and glossy, polished 
639  parasol, n. A lightweight umbrella used as a sunshade (esp. by women) 
640  miracle, n. A wonder, a marvel 
641  chief, adj. Highest in rank 
642  accountant, n. One who keeps financial records and prepares financial and tax reports, a bookkeeper  
643  book-keeping (bookkeeping), n. Keeping records of a business's accounts or transactions 
644  expression, n. Statement 
645  suggest, v. To bring to mind, to evoke, to hint at 
646  sedentary, adj. Sitting or taking little exercise 
647  indissolubly, adv. Permanently 
648  moreover, adv. In addition, besides, additionally, as well, furthermore 
649  vast, n. Immense, enormous, huge, gigantic 
650  dummy, n. A mannequin, a statue of a human used to model fashions 
651  demoralize, v. To discourage, to dispirit, to dishearten 
652  starched, adj. Stiff (starch is used to stiffen clothing, for instance collars) 



He had been out nearly three years; and, later, I could not help asking him how he managed to 
sport655 such linen.656 He had just the faintest blush, and said modestly,657 `I've been teaching 
one of the native658 women about the station. It was difficult. She had a distaste659 for the work.' 
Thus660 this man had verily661 accomplished662 something. And he was devoted663 to his books, 
which were in apple-pie664 order. 
 "Everything else in the station was in a muddle665—heads, things, buildings. Strings of 
dusty niggers with splay666 feet arrived and departed;667 a stream of manufactured668 
goods,669 rubbishy670 cottons, beads, and brass-wire set into the depths of darkness, and in 
return came a precious trickle671 of ivory.672 
 "I had to wait in the station for ten days—an eternity.673 I lived in a hut674 in the yard, 
but to be out of the chaos675 I would sometimes get into the accountant's office. It was built of 
horizontal676 planks,677 and so badly put together that, as he bent over his high desk, he was 
barred678 from neck to heels with narrow679 strips of sunlight. There was no need to open the 
big shutter680 to see. It was hot there, too; big flies buzzed fiendishly,681 and did not sting, but 
stabbed. I sat generally on the floor, while, of faultless682 appearance (and even slightly 
scented683), perching on a high stool, he wrote, he wrote. Sometimes he stood up for exercise. 
When a truckle-bed684 with a sick man (some invalid685 agent from upcountry686) was put in 

                                                                                                                                                             
653  achievement, n. An accomplishment, a feat, something done successfully 
654  character, n. A group of attributes that make up and distinguish an individual, personality 
655  sport, v. To wear (usu. ostentatiously) 
656  linen, n. Clothing made of cloth woven from flax or similar fabric 
657  modest, adj. Retiring, diffident, shy, placing a moderate estimate on one's abilities or worth 
658  native, adj. Indigenous, originating in a place 
659  distaste, n. Dislike, aversion, disinclination 
660  thus, adv. Hence, consequently, therefore; also in this manner or way, thusly 
661  verily, adv. In truth, certainly, truly, confidently, indeed 
662  accomplishment, n. An achievement, something done successfully, a feat, a success 
663  devoted, adj. Strongly affectionate or attached, ardent, loyal; also consecrated, dedicated 
664  apple-pie, adj. Excellent, perfect 
665  muddle, n. Disordered confusion, a mess, a jumble 
666  splay, adj. Turned outward 
667  depart, v. To go away, to leave 
668  manufacture, v. To make from raw materials, to fabricate 
669  goods, n. Something manufactured or produced for sale, wares, merchandise 
670  rubbishy, adj. Useless, waste, trash, worthless 
671  trickle, n. A thin/slow/intermittent stream or movement, a dribble, a drip 
672  a stream of manufactured goods... precious trickle of ivory: The colonial powers trade things of low value 

(cotton, beads, brass wire) with the natives in return for valuable ivory. 
673  eternity, n. A (seemingly) endless or immeasurable time, an age, an eon 
674  hut, n. A simply constructed (oft. small) dwelling, a shack, a simple shelter from the elements 
675  chaos, n. Great disorder, utter confusion, disarray 
676  horizontal, adj. Flat, not vertical, level 
677  plank, n. A heavy thick board 
678  barred, adj. Striped 
679  narrow, adj. Of slender width, thin 
680  shutter, n. A cover or screen for a window or door 
681  fiendishly, adv. In an excessively unpleasant way 
682  faultless, adj. Irreproachable, errorless, flawless, perfect 
683  scented, adj. Having a smell (usu. of perfume), fragrant, odorous 
684  truckle-bed (truckle bed), n. A trundle bed, a low bed that can be rolled/slid under a higher bed when not 
in use 



there, he exhibited687 a gentle annoyance. `The groans of this sick person,' he said, `distract688 
my attention. And without that it is extremely difficult to guard against clerical689 errors in this 
climate.'690 
 "One day he remarked, without lifting his head, `In the interior691 you will no doubt meet 
Mr. Kurtz.' On my asking who Mr. Kurtz was, he said he was a first-class692 agent; and seeing 
my disappointment at this information, he added slowly, laying down his pen, `He is a very 
remarkable693 person.' Further questions elicited694 from him that Mr. Kurtz was at present695 
in charge of a trading-post, a very important one, in the true ivory-country, at `the very bottom 
of there.696 Sends in as much ivory as all the others put together . . .' He began to write again. 
The sick man was too ill697 to groan. The flies buzzed in a great peace. 
 "Suddenly there was a growing murmur698 of voices and a great tramping of feet. A 
caravan699 had come in. A violent700 babble701 of uncouth702 sounds burst out on the other side 
of the planks.703 All the carriers704 were speaking together, and in the midst705 of the uproar706 
the lamentable707 voice of the chief708 agent was heard `giving it up' tearfully for the twentieth 
time that day. . . . He rose slowly. `What a frightful709 row,'710 he said. He crossed the room 
gently to look at the sick man, and returning, said to me, `He does not hear.' `What! Dead?' I 
asked, startled. `No, not yet,' he answered, with great composure.711 Then, alluding712 with a 
toss of the head to the tumult713 in the station-yard, `When one has got to make correct entries, 

                                                                                                                                                             
685  invalid, adj. Sickly, ill 
686  upcountry (up-country), n. An inland area, backcountry 
687  exhibit, v. To show, to display, to present 
688  distract, v. To divert attention from 
689  clerical, adj. Of or relating to a clerk, secretarial (in this case, relating to a clerk's bookkeeping job) 
690  climate, n. The average weather (esp. temperature) of a place 
691  interior, n. The part of a country/region away from its borders 
692  first-class, adj. Of the highest quality 
693  remarkably, adv. Notably, noticeably, prominently, markedly, strikingly 
694  elicit, v. To draw out, to evoke, to bring forth 
695  present, n. The current time 
696  the very bottom of there: i.e., at the head of the river (or as far up the river as the Company has 
penetrated) 
697  ill, adj. Sick, not in good health 
698  murmur, n. A low indistinct (oft. continuous) sound 
699  caravan, n. A group of people/pack animals/vehicles traveling together (oft. to transport goods for trading) 
700  violent, adj. Extremely forceful or suddenly and intensely active, agitated, furious 
701  babble, n. Meaningless or incoherent talk/sounds, gibberish; also enthusiastic/excessive talk, chatter, 
blabber 
702  uncouth, adj. Unpolished, graceless, rugged, awkward, uncultivated 
703  plank, n. A heavy thick board 
704  carrier, n. A bearer, a messenger, a courier 
705  midst, n. The middle, the center 
706  uproar, n. Noisy excitement and confusion, tumult, clamor 
707  lamentable, adj. Regrettable, deplorable, pitiable, pathetic, piteous (Conrad probably means 
"lamenting") 
708  chief, adj. Highest in rank 
709  frightful, adj. Startling b/c objectionable, appalling, awful, dreadful 
710  row, n. A noisy disturbance 
711  composure, n. Calmness, self-possession, tranquility 
712  allude, v. To refer to, to reference (indirectly) 
713  tumultuous, adj. In a commotion, confusedly or violently agitated, turbulent, rowdy, boisterous, riotous 



one comes to hate those savages714—hate them to the death.' He remained thoughtful for a 
moment. `When you see Mr. Kurtz' he went on, `tell him from me that everything here'—he 
glanced at the deck715—'is very satisfactory.716 I don't like to write to him—with those 
messengers of ours you never know who may get hold of your letter—at that Central Station.' He 
stared at me for a moment with his mild, bulging717 eyes. `Oh, he will go far, very far,' he began 
again. `He will be a somebody in the Administration before long. They, above—the Council in 
Europe, you know—mean him to be.' 
 "He turned to his work. The noise outside had ceased,718 and presently719 in going out I 
stopped at the door. In the steady buzz of flies the homeward-bound720 agent was lying finished 
and insensible;721 the other, bent over his books, was making correct entries of perfectly correct 
transactions;722 and fifty feet below the doorstep I could see the still tree-tops of the grove723 of 
death. 
 "Next day I left that station at last, with a caravan724 of sixty men, for a two-hundred-
mile tramp.725 
 "No use telling you much about that. Paths, paths, everywhere; a stamped-in network of 
paths spreading over the empty land, through the long grass, through burnt grass, through 
thickets,726 down and up chilly727 ravines,728 up and down stony hills ablaze729 with heat; and a 
solitude,730 a solitude, nobody, not a hut. The population731 had cleared out a long time ago. 
Well, if a lot of mysterious niggers armed732 with all kinds of fearful733 weapons suddenly took 
to travelling on the road between Deal and Gravesend,734 catching the yokels735 right and left to 
carry heavy loads for them, I fancy every farm and cottage thereabouts736 would get empty very 
soon. Only here the dwellings737 were gone, too. Still I passed through several abandoned738 
villages. There's something pathetically739 childish in the ruins of grass walls. Day after day, 

                                                 
714  savage, n. One regarded as uncivilized or brutal, fierce, & vicious; a barbarian 
715  deck, n. A floored roofless area adjoining a house 
716  satisfactory, adj. Acceptable, decent, all right; also adequate, sufficient, enough 
717  bulge, v. To jut out, to protrude, to project, to stick out 
718  cease, v. To stop, to end 
719  presently, adv. Before long, without undue delay, shortly, soon 
720  bound, adj. Going 
721  insensible, adj. Unconscious, comatose 
722  transaction, n. An exchange or transfer of goods/services/money 
723  grove, n. A small wood or stand of trees 
724  caravan, n. A group of people/pack animals traveling together 
725  tramp, n. A hike, a walking trip 
726  thicket, n. A wood, a grove, a dense growth of shrubs or underbrush, a copse 
727  chilly, adj. Cold 
728  ravine, n. A small narrow valley with steep sides, usu. worn by running water 
729  ablaze, adj. Radiant with, aglow; also on fire, burning, afire, alight, blazing, fiery 
730  solitude, n. Being alone or remote from others, seclusion, solitariness 
731  population, n. The people living in a region or country 
732  armed, adj. Furnished with weapons 
733  fearful, adj. Alarming, causing fear (esp. because of dangerousness), frightful 
734  Deal and Gravesend: Towns in England 
735  yokel, n. A naïve/gullible inhabitant of a rural area or small town, a rustic, a hayseed, a hick, a hillbilly 
736  thereabouts, adv. Near that place, in that area 
737  dwelling, n. A place to live in, a residence, an abode 
738  abandoned, adj. Deserted, forsaken 
739  pathetic, adj. Pitiable, piteous, lamentable 



with the stamp and shuffle740 of sixty pair of bare feet behind me, each pair under a 60-lb. load. 
Camp, cook, sleep, strike camp,741 march. Now and then a carrier742 dead in harness,743 at rest 
in the long grass near the path, with an empty water-gourd and his long staff744 lying by his side. 
A great silence around and above. Perhaps on some quiet night the tremor745 of far-off drums, 
sinking, swelling,746 a tremor747 vast,748 faint;749 a sound weird,750 appealing,751 suggestive,752 
and wild—and perhaps with as profound753 a meaning as the sound of bells in a Christian 
country. Once a white man in an unbuttoned uniform, camping on the path with an armed754 
escort755 of lank756 Zanzibaris,757 very hospitable758 and festive759—not to say drunk. Was 
looking after the upkeep760 of the road, he declared. Can't say I saw any road or any upkeep,761 
unless the body of a middle-aged negro,762 with a bullet-hole in the forehead, upon which I 
absolutely stumbled three miles farther on, may be considered as a permanent763 
improvement.764 I had a white companion,765 too, not a bad chap, but rather too fleshy766 and 
with the exasperating767 habit768 of fainting on the hot hillsides, miles away from the least bit of 
shade and water. Annoying, you know, to hold your own coat like a parasol769 over a man's head 
while he is coming to.770 I couldn't help asking him once what he meant by coming there at all. 
`To make money, of course. What do you think?' he said, scornfully.771 Then he got fever, and 
had to be carried in a hammock772 slung773 under a pole. As he weighed sixteen stone774 I had 

                                                 
740  shuffle, n. A dragging or sliding movement (esp. of the feet) 
741  strike camp, v. To take down temporary shelters that have been set up 
742  carrier, n. A bearer, a courier 
743  harness, n. Something resembling the gear with which a draft animal pulls something 
744  staff, n. A long stick used as support when walking 
745  tremor, n. A shaking or quivering, a vibration, quaking 
746  swell, v. To grow (in intensity) 
747  tremor, n. A shaking or quivering, a vibration, quaking 
748  vast, n. Immense, enormous, huge, gigantic 
749  faint, adj. Lacking strength or vigor, weak, scarcely perceptible 
750  weird, adj. Supernatural, eerie, uncanny, fantastic, unearthly, unnatural, strange 
751  appeal, v. To be attractive to, to interest 
752  suggestive, adj. Evocative, bringing to mind, hinting 
753  profound, adj. Deep, penetrating beyond the surface or obvious 
754  armed, adj. Furnished with weapons 
755  escort, n. A person or group accompanying another for protection or as a courtesy, a guard 
756  lank, adj. Slender, thin, lean, spare 
757  Zanzibaris: People from Zanzibar, an island (and former colony) off the east coast of Africa 
758  hospitable, adj. Cordial towards guests, agreeable; also receptive, favorable 
759  festive, adj. Joyful, gay, merry 
760  upkeep, n. The act or cost of keeping in good condition, maintenance, preservation 
761  upkeep, n. The act or cost of keeping in good condition, maintenance, preservation 
762  negro, n. A person of African descent 
763  permanent, adj. Lasting, unchanging, abiding, enduring, changeless  
764  the body of a middle-aged negro... a permanent improvement: This blatantly racist statement is not unusual 

for Conrad. 
765  companion, n. One who accompanies another, a comrade, an associate, a friend, a buddy 
766  fleshy, adj. Fat, corpulent, obese, portly, stout 
767  exasperate, v. To annoy, to irritate, to rile, to bother, to try one's patience 
768  habitual, adj. Established by long use, usual, customary 
769  parasol, n. A lightweight umbrella used as a sunshade 
770  come to, v. To recover consciousness, to wake up (usu. from something other than sleep) 
771  scorn, n. Contempt, disdain, derision, open dislike 
772  hammock, n. A hanging couch or bed, suspended by cords at each end 



no end of rows775 with the carriers.776 They jibbed,777 ran away, sneaked off with their loads in 
the night—quite a mutiny.778 So, one evening, I made a speech in English with gestures,779 not 
one of which was lost to the sixty pairs of eyes before me, and the next morning I started the 
hammock off in front all right. An hour afterwards I came upon the whole concern780 wrecked in 
a bush—man, hammock, groans, blankets, horrors. The heavy pole had skinned his poor nose. 
He was very anxious781 for me to kill somebody, but there wasn't the shadow of a carrier782 
near. I remembered the old doctor—'It would be interesting for science to watch the mental 
changes of individuals, on the spot.' I felt I was becoming scientifically interesting. However, all 
that is to no purpose. On the fifteenth day I came in sight of the big river again, and hobbled783 
into the Central Station. It was on a back water784 surrounded by scrub785 and forest, with a 
pretty border786 of smelly mud on one side, and on the three others enclosed787 by a crazy fence 
of rushes.788 A neglected789 gap was all the gate it had, and the first glance at the place was 
enough to let you see the flabby790 devil was running that show. White men with long staves791 
in their hands appeared languidly792 from amongst793 the buildings, strolling794 up to take a 
look at me, and then retired795 out of sight somewhere. One of them, a stout,796 excitable797 
chap with black moustaches, informed798 me with great volubility799 and many digressions,800 
as soon as I told him who I was, that my steamer801 was at the bottom of the river. I was 
thunderstruck.802 What, how, why? Oh, it was `all right.' The `manager himself' was there. All 

                                                                                                                                                             
773  sling, v. To suspend or carry as if by a hanging (usu. looped) rope, to hang, to dangle 
774  stone, n. A unit of weight, esp. an official British unit equal to 14 pounds (Marlow's companion therefore 

weighs about 224 pounds) 
775  row, n. A noisy quarrel 
776  carrier, n. A bearer, a courier 
777  jib, v. To refuse to go further, to balk 
778  mutiny, n. Rebellion, revolt (esp. concerted revolt, as of a ship's crew, against discipline or a superior 
officer) 
779  gesture, n. Motion that expresses thought or emphasizes speech 
780  concern, n. Contrivance, affair, business 
781  anxious, adj. Eagerly desirous 
782  carrier, n. A bearer, a courier 
783  hobble, v. To limp along, to move unsteadily or with difficulty 
784  back water (backwater), n. A body of water out of a larger body's main current; also an isolated place, 

backcountry, backwoods, boondocks, up-country, the sticks 
785  scrub, n. Plant life consisting mainly of short trees or shrubs 
786  border, n. An ornamental edging (oft. a narrow bed of planted ground along the edge of a garden/walk) 
787  enclosed, adj. Surrounded on all sides, closed in, contained 
788  rush, n. A kind of marsh plant with a cylindrical (oft. hollow) stem 
789  neglect, v. To fail to attend to properly, to disregard, to overlook, to ignore 
790  flabby, adj. Flaccid, limp, floppy, soft; also weak and ineffective, feeble, impotent, powerless, enervated 
791  stave, n. A staff 
792  languidly, adv. Listlessly, without energy/vitality, weakly, lifelessly 
793  amongst, prep. In the midst of, surrounded by 
794  stroll, v. To walk in a leisurely or idle way, to ramble, to amble, to saunter 
795  retirement, n. Withdrawal into seclusion or privacy, retreat, going away 
796  stout, adj. Fleshy, heavy, fat, obese, portly 
797  excitability, n. Tendency to be easily roused, emotionalism, passion 
798  inform, v. To communicate knowledge to, to impart information, to enlighten 
799  volubility, n. Verbosity, fluency, talkativeness 
800  digression, n. Turning aside from the main idea, swaying, deviation 
801  steamer, n. A ship whose engine runs on steam 
802  thunderstruck, adj. Agape, confounded, dumbfounded, stunned 



quite correct. `Everybody had behaved splendidly! splendidly!'—'you must,' he said in 
agitation,803 `go and see the general manager at once. He is waiting!' 
 "I did not see the real significance804 of that wreck at once. I fancy I see it now, but I am 
not sure—not at all. Certainly the affair805 was too stupid—when I think of it—to be 
altogether806 natural. Still . . . But at the moment it presented807 itself simply as a 
confounded808 nuisance.809 The steamer810 was sunk. They had started two days before in a 
sudden hurry up the river with the manager on board, in charge of some volunteer811 skipper,812 
and before they had been out three hours they tore the bottom out of her on stones, and she sank 
near the south bank. I asked myself what I was to do there, now my boat was lost. As a matter of 
fact, I had plenty to do in fishing my command out of the river. I had to set about it the very next 
day. That, and the repairs when I brought the pieces to the station, took some months. 
 "My first interview with the manager was curious.813 He did not ask me to sit down after 
my twenty-mile walk that morning. He was commonplace814 in complexion,815 in features,816 in 
manners, and in voice. He was of middle size and of ordinary817 build.818 His eyes, of the usual 
blue, were perhaps remarkably819 cold, and he certainly could make his glance fall on one as 
trenchant820 and heavy as an axe. But even at these times the rest of his person seemed to 
disclaim821 the intention.822 Otherwise there was only an indefinable,823 faint824 expression of 
his lips, something stealthy825—a smile—not a smile—I remember it, but I can't explain. It was 
unconscious, this smile was, though just after he had said something it got intensified826 for an 
instant. It came at the end of his speeches like a seal827 applied828 on the words to make the 
meaning of the commonest829 phrase830 appear absolutely inscrutable.831 He was a common832 

                                                 
803  agitated, adj. Excited, upset, disturbed  
804  significant, adj. Important; also meaningful, suggestive (of something) 
805  affair, n. A matter, a concern 
806  altogether, adv. Wholly, completely; also all told, in all, on the whole 
807  present, v. To offer to view, to show 
808  confounded, adj. Damned, blasted (used as a swear) 
809  nuisance, n. A pest, an annoyance, a bother 
810  steamer, n. A ship whose engine runs on steam 
811  volunteer, adj. Willingly doing a service, voluntary 
812  skipper, n. The master of a ship, the captain 
813  curious, adj. Odd, strange or novel, bizarre, unusual 
814  commonplace, adj. Ordinary, unremarkable 
815  complexion, n. The hue or appearance of the skin, especially the face (Having spent the summer in the sun, she 

had a tanned complexion when she returned to school.) 
816  feature, n. Part of the face, facial appearance 
817  ordinary, adj. Common, usual; also average, not exceptional 
818  build, n. Structure (esp. bodily structure of a person), make, physique 
819  remarkably, adv. Notably, noticeably, prominently, markedly, strikingly 
820  trenchant, adj. Keen, sharp; also sharply perceptive, penetrating 
821  disclaim, v. To deny, to disavow, to contradict 
822  intention, n. Purpose, an aim, a plan, an objective 
823  indefinable, adj. Indescribable, unexpressible, ambiguous 
824  faint, adj. Lacking strength or vigor, weak, scarcely perceptible 
825  stealth, n. Being furtive, covert, or secretive 
826  intensify, v. To enhance, to heighten, to magnify, to sharpen, to strengthen 
827  seal, n. An emblem used to certify a signature or authenticate a document, a stamp 
828  apply, v. To put on 
829  commonness, n. Prevalence, usualness 
830  phrase, n. A group of words that express an idea, a brief expression 



trader, from his youth833 up employed834 in these parts—nothing more. He was obeyed, yet he 
inspired835 neither love nor fear, nor even respect. He inspired836 uneasiness.837 That was it! 
Uneasiness. Not a definite mistrust—just uneasiness—nothing more. You have no idea how 
effective838 such a . . . a. . . . faculty839 can be. He had no genius840 for organizing, for 
initiative,841 or for order even. That was evident842 in such things as the deplorable843 state of 
the station. He had no learning,844 and no intelligence. His position had come to him—why? 
Perhaps because he was never ill845 . . . He had served three terms of three years out there . . . 
Because triumphant846 health in the general rout847 of constitutions848 is a kind of power in 
itself. When he went home on leave849 he rioted850 on a large scale—pompously.851 Jack 
ashore—with a difference—in externals852 only. This one could gather from his casual853 talk. 
He originated854 nothing, he could keep the routine855 going—that's all. But he was great. He 
was great by this little thing that it was impossible to tell what could control such a man. He 
never gave that secret away. Perhaps there was nothing within him. Such a suspicion856 made 
one pause—for out there there were no external857 checks.858 Once when various tropical859 
diseases had laid low860 almost every `agent' in the station, he was heard to say, `Men who come 
out here should have no entrails.'861 He sealed862 the utterance863 with that smile of his, as 
though it had been a door opening into a darkness he had in his keeping. You fancied you had 

                                                                                                                                                             
831  inscrutable, adj. Unfathomable, incomprehensible 
832  commonness, n. Prevalence, usualness 
833  youth, n. The time of life when one is young, esp. adolescence 
834  employ, v. To hire, to provide with a job, to engage 
835  inspire, v. To cause, to bring about; also to fill with emotion 
836  inspire, v. To cause, to bring about; also to fill with emotion 
837  unease, n. Anxiousness, apprehensiveness, insecurity 
838  effective, adj. Producing a strong reaction, striking, powerful 
839  faculty, n. Ability, power, capability, aptitude 
840  genius, n. Extraordinary ability, talent, brilliance 
841  initiative, n. Enterprise, energy or aptitude in beginning or prompting action, drive 
842  evident, adj. Obvious, apparent, clear 
843  deplorable, adj. Lamentable, distressing, regrettable, unfortunate; also deserving contempt/censure, 
wretched 
844  learning, n. Knowledge acquired by instruction/study, education, erudition, scholarship 
845  ill, adj. Sick, not in good health 
846  triumphant, adj. Exulting in success, rejoicing in victory; also victorious, successful 
847  rout, n. A disastrous defeat, a debacle 
848  constitution, n. Structure, makeup (in this case, of a person; a person's total health) 
849  leave, n. Vacation, holiday 
850  riot, v. To revel, to be wanton, to party, to carouse, to frolic 
851  pompously, adv. Pretentiously; also ceremoniously, with stately display 
852  external, n. An exterior aspect, a peripheral 
853  casual, adj. Informal, relaxed; also not close or intimate, passing 
854  originate, v. To give rise to, to initiate, to generate, to create 
855  routine, n. A standard procedure/set of procedures 
856  suspicion, n. Supposition, a guess, a hunch, a feeling 
857  external, adj. Outside, exterior, outer 
858  check, n. A restraint, a limit; also an inspection, an investigation 
859  tropical, adj. Occurring in or pertaining to the Tropics 
860  lay low, v. To fell, to flatten, to knock over; also to kill, to destroy, to dispatch 
861  entrails, pl. n. Viscera, guts, innards 
862  seal, v. To mark with a stamp or emblem (oft. in order to authenticate or certify) 
863  utter, v. To speak, to say, to articulate, to pronounce (words), to voice 



seen things—but the seal864 was on. When annoyed at meal-times by the constant quarrels865 of 
the white men about precedence,866 he ordered an immense867 round table to be made, for which 
a special house had to be built. This was the station's mess-room.868 Where he sat was the first 
place—the rest were nowhere. One felt this to be his unalterable869 conviction.870 He was 
neither civil871 nor uncivil.872 He was quiet. He allowed his `boy'—an overfed young negro from 
the coast873—to treat the white men, under his very eyes, with provoking874 insolence.875 
 "He began to speak as soon as he saw me. I had been very long on the road. He could not 
wait. Had to start without me. The up-river stations had to be relieved. There had been so many 
delays already that he did not know who was dead and who was alive, and how they got on—and 
so on, and so on. He paid no attention to my explanations,876 and, playing with a stick of 
sealing-wax,877 repeated several times that the situation was `very grave,878 very grave.' There 
were rumours that a very important station was in jeopardy,879 and its chief, Mr. Kurtz, was 
ill.880 Hoped it was not true. Mr. Kurtz was . . . I felt weary881 and irritable.882 Hang Kurtz, I 
thought. I interrupted883 him by saying I had heard of Mr. Kurtz on the coast.884 `Ah! So they 
talk of him down there,' he murmured885 to himself. Then he began again, assuring886 me Mr. 
Kurtz was the best agent he had, an exceptional887 man, of the greatest importance to the 
Company; therefore I could understand his anxiety.888 He was, he said, `very, very uneasy.'889 
Certainly he fidgeted890 on his chair a good deal, exclaimed,891 `Ah, Mr. Kurtz!' broke the stick 
of sealing-wax and seemed dumfounded892 by the accident. Next thing he wanted to know `how 
                                                 
864  seal, n. An emblem used to certify a signature or authenticate a document, a stamp 
865  quarrel, n. A dispute, a fight, an altercation 
866  precedence, n. The right to superior honor on a formal occasion 
867  immense, adj. Huge, enormous 
868  mess-room, n. A dining room 
869  unalterable, adj. Unchangeable, impossible to make different 
870  conviction, n. A strong belief, a certainty 
871  civility, n. Courteousness, politeness, courtesy 
872  uncivil, adj. Ill-mannered, impolite, discourteous 
873  coast, n. Seashore, the land near a shore 
874  provoke, v. To stir to anger 
875  insolence, n. Rudeness, disrespect, impudence, impertinence; also presumptuousness, arrogance, 
audacity 
876  explanations, pl. n. Clarifications, expositions, elucidations 
877  sealing-wax (sealing wax), n. A substance that can be melted and used to hold things (i.e. letters, cans) 
closed 
878  grave, adj. Significantly serious, weighty, solemn, grim 
879  jeopardize, v. To imperil, to endanger, to risk, to put in harm's way 
880  ill, adj. Sick, not in good health 
881  weary, adj. Exhausted, tired, worn out 
882  irritable, adj. Easily annoyed, cantankerous, testy, grouchy 
883  interrupt, v. To hinder or stop the action (esp. the speech) of, to interfere with (by starting to speak in the 

middle of what someone else is saying) 
884  coast, n. Seashore, the land near a shore 
885  murmur, v. To say quietly, to mutter, to mumble 
886  assure, v. To inform positively, to give one's word to 
887  exceptional, adj. Well above average, extraordinary, outstanding 
888  anxiety, n. Unease, apprehension, disquiet 
889  unease, n. Anxiousness, apprehensiveness, insecurity 
890  fidget, v. To move restlessly or nervously, to squirm, to twitch, to wiggle 
891  exclaim, v. To cry out, to speak in strong/sudden emotion 
892  dumfound (dumbfound), v. To astonish, to perplex, to leave speechless 



long it would take to' . . . I interrupted893 him again. Being hungry, you know, and kept on my 
feet too. I was getting savage.894 `How can I tell?' I said. `I haven't even seen the wreck yet—
some months, no doubt.' All this talk seemed to me so futile.895 `Some months,' he said. `Well, 
let us say three months before we can make a start. Yes. That ought to do the affair.'896 I flung 
out of his hut (he lived all alone in a clay hut with a sort of verandah897) muttering898 to myself 
my opinion899 of him. He was a chattering900 idiot. Afterwards I took it back when it was borne 
in upon me startlingly with what extreme nicety901 he had estimated902 the time requisite903 for 
the `affair.'904 
 "I went to work the next day, turning, so to speak, my back on that station. In that way 
only it seemed to me I could keep my hold on the redeeming905 facts of life. Still, one must look 
about sometimes; and then I saw this station, these men strolling906 aimlessly907 about in the 
sunshine of the yard. I asked myself sometimes what it all meant. They wandered here and there 
with their absurd908 long staves909 in their hands, like a lot of faithless pilgrims910 bewitched911 
inside a rotten fence. The word `ivory' rang in the air, was whispered, was sighed. You would 
think they were praying to it. A taint912 of imbecile913 rapacity914 blew through it all, like a 
whiff915 from some corpse.916 By Jove! I've never seen anything so unreal in my life. And 
outside, the silent wilderness surrounding this cleared speck on the earth struck me as something 
great and invincible,917 like evil or truth, waiting patiently918 for the passing away of this 
fantastic919 invasion. 

                                                 
893  interrupt, v. To hinder or stop the action (esp. the speech) of, to interfere with (by starting to speak in the 

middle of what someone else is saying) 
894  savage, adj. Uncivilized, barbaric, wild 
895  futile, adj. Having no useful result, fruitless, useless 
896  affair, n. A matter, a concern 
897  verandah (sometimes veranda), n. A (roofed) open gallery attached to the outside of a building, a porch 
898  mutter, v. To speak quietly or indistinctly, to murmur, to mumble; also to murmur complainingly/angrily, to 

grumble, to grouse 
899  opinion, n. A view of a particular thing, a belief, a conviction, an attitude 
900  chatter, v. To talk idly/incessantly/quickly, to babble, to jabber, to prattle, to yak, to yammer 
901  nicety, n. Careful attention to details, delicate exactness, precision; also politeness, kindness 
902  estimate, v. To tentatively judge the amount/value of, to approximate, to appraise, to evaluate 
903  requisite, adj. Essential, necessary 
904  affair, n. A matter, a concern 
905  redeem, v. To restore the honor/worth of 
906  stroll, v. To walk in a leisurely or idle way, to ramble, to amble, to saunter 
907  aimlessly, adv. Purposelessly, without intent, at random, without direction 
908  absurd, adj. Silly 
909  stave, n. A staff 
910  pilgrim, n. One who travels to a shrine/holy place as a devotee 
911  bewitch, v. To beguile, to enchant, to entrance, to charm 
912  taint, n. An infecting touch, influence, or tinge; corruption, pollution 
913  imbecile, adj. Foolish, idiotic, stupid 
914  rapacity, n. Extreme greed, covetousness, cupidity, avarice 
915  whiff, n. A quick puff, a slight gust (of odor/gas) 
916  corpse, n. A dead body (esp. a human body), a cadaver, a carcass 
917  invincible, adj. Unconquerable, undefeatable, invulnerable 
918  patient, adj. Calmly bearing difficulty or annoyance; also not hasty or impulsive 
919  fantastic, adj. Unbelievable, unreal, bizarre 



 "Oh, these months! Well, never mind. Various things happened. One evening a grass 
shed920 full of calico,921 cotton prints, beads, and I don't know what else, burst into a blaze922 so 
suddenly that you would have thought the earth had opened to let an avenging923 fire 
consume924 all that trash. I was smoking my pipe quietly by my dismantled925 steamer,926 and 
saw them all cutting927 capers928 in the light, with their arms lifted high, when the stout929 man 
with moustaches came tearing930 down to the river, a tin pail in his hand, assured931 me that 
everybody was `behaving splendidly, splendidly,' dipped about a quart932 of water and tore933 
back again. I noticed there was a hole in the bottom of his pail. 
 "I strolled934 up. There was no hurry. You see the thing had gone off like a box of 
matches. It had been hopeless from the very first. The flame had leaped high, driven everybody 
back, lighted up everything—and collapsed. The shed was already a heap935 of embers936 
glowing fiercely.937 A nigger was being beaten near by. They said he had caused the fire in some 
way; be that as it may, he was screeching938 most horribly. I saw him, later, for several days, 
sitting in a bit of shade looking very sick and trying to recover himself; afterwards he arose and 
went out—and the wilderness without a sound took him into its bosom939 again. As I 
approached940 the glow from the dark I found myself at the back of two men, talking. I heard 
the name of Kurtz pronounced,941 then the words, `take advantage of this unfortunate accident.' 
One of the men was the manager. I wished him a good evening. `Did you ever see anything like 
it—eh? it is incredible,' he said, and walked off. The other man remained. He was a first-class942 
agent, young, gentlemanly, a bit reserved,943 with a forked944 little beard and a hooked945 nose. 
He was stand-offish946 with the other agents, and they on their side said he was the manager's 
spy upon them. As to me, I had hardly ever spoken to him before. We got into talk, and by and 

                                                 
920  shed, n. A small structure built for shelter or storage 
921  calico, n. A patterned cotton fabric 
922  blaze, n. A brilliant burst of fire 
923  avenge, v. To punish in return for, to revenge, to take vengeance 
924  consume, v. To do away with, to destroy (as by eating) 
925  dismantle, v. To take apart, to disassemble 
926  steamer, n. A ship whose engine runs on steam 
927  cut, v. To engage in (a frolicsome or mischevious action) 
928  caper, n. A frolicsome leap 
929  stout, adj. Fleshy, heavy, fat, obese, portly 
930  tear, v. To move violently/quickly/forcefully, to rush, to bolt, to dash 
931  assure, v. To inform positively, to give one's word to 
932  quart, n. A fourth of a gallon, 32 ounces 
933  tear, v. To move violently/quickly/forcefully, to rush, to bolt, to dash 
934  stroll, v. To walk in a leisurely or idle way, to ramble, to amble, to saunter 
935  heap, n. A pile, a mound 
936  embers, pl. n. The smoldering remains of a fire 
937  fiercely, adv. With extreme intensity 
938  screech, v. To scream, to shriek, to cry out in a high-pitched voice 
939  bosom, n. The chest/breast as the seat of security and intimacy 
940  approach, v. To come near or nearer 
941  pronounced, adj. Spoken, voiced  
942  first-class, adj. Of the highest quality 
943  reserved, adj. Shy, reticent, marked by self-restraint 
944  forked, adj. Having one end divided into two or more branches/points 
945  hooked, adj. Crooked, in the form of a hook, curved, bent 
946  stand-offish (standoffish), adj. Somewhat cold and reserved, aloof, distant, unsociable, withdrawn 



by947 we strolled948 away from the hissing ruins. Then he asked me to his room, which was in 
the main building of the station. He struck a match, and I perceived949 that this young 
aristocrat950 had not only a silver-mounted dressing-case951 but also a whole candle all to 
himself. Just at that time the manager was the only man supposed to have any right to candles. 
Native mats covered the clay walls; a collection of spears, assegais,952 shields, knives was hung 
up in trophies. The business intrusted953 to this fellow was the making of bricks—so I had been 
informed;954 but there wasn't a fragment955 of a brick anywhere in the station, and he had been 
there more than a year—waiting. It seems he could not make bricks without something, I don't 
know what—straw maybe. Anyway, it could not be found there and as it was not likely to be sent 
from Europe, it did not appear clear to me what he was waiting for. An act of special creation 
perhaps. However, they were all waiting—all the sixteen or twenty pilgrims956 of them—for 
something; and upon my word it did not seem an uncongenial957 occupation,958 from the way 
they took it, though the only thing that ever came to them was disease—as far as I could see. 
They beguiled959 the time by back-biting960 and intriguing961 against each other in a foolish 
kind of way. There was an air962 of plotting963 about that station, but nothing came of it, of 
course. It was as unreal as everything else—as the philanthropic964 pretence965 of the whole 
concern,966 as their talk, as their government, as their show of work. The only real feeling was a 
desire967 to get appointed to a trading-post where ivory was to be had, so that they could earn 
percentages.968 They intrigued969 and slandered970 and hated each other only on that account—
but as to effectually971 lifting a little finger—oh, no. By heavens! there is something after all in 
the world allowing one man to steal a horse while another must not look at a halter.972 Steal a 

                                                 
947  by and by, adv. Before long, soon 
948  stroll, v. To walk in a leisurely or idle way, to ramble, to amble, to saunter 
949  perceive, v. To become aware of, to note, to notice, to apprehend 
950  aristocrat, n. A noble, a gentleman, a blue blood; also one who has the typical bearing and viewpoint of a 
noble 
951  dressing-case, n. A case of toilet utensils (i.e. razor, brush, comb, etc.) 
952  assegai, n. A slender hardwood spear (usu. tipped with iron) used in southern Africa 
953  intrust (entrust), v. To give to another for care, to consign, to commit 
954  inform, v. To communicate knowledge to, to impart information, to enlighten 
955  fragments, pl. n. Small broken off parts, pieces, incomplete or isolated portions, bits 
956  pilgrim, n. One who travels to a shrine/holy place as a devotee 
957  uncongenial, adj. Not fitted, unsuitable; also not to one's taste, disagreeable 
958  occupation, n. An activity in which one engages 
959  beguile, v. To while away, esp. with some agreeable activity 
960  back-bite (backbite), v. To say mean or spiteful things about, to belittle, to malign, to slander (a person) 
961  intrigue, v. To plot, to conspire, to scheme 
962  air, n. An appearance, an atmosphere, a feeling 
963  plot, v. To scheme, to conspire, to form or take part in a secret plan 
964  philanthropic, adj. Humanitarian, benevolent, charitable 
965  pretence (pretense), n. A false reason, a pretext 
966  concern, n. Affair, business 
967  desire, n. A wish, a longing (or the object of longing) 
968  earn percentages: make a profit by earning some of the money that the government gets through selling 
ivory 
969  intrigue, v. To plot, to conspire, to scheme 
970  slanderers, pl. n. People who spread false or malicious statements about others, defamers, malicious 
gossips 
971  effectually, adv. Effectively, efficaciously, in a way that aids achievement or progress 
972  halter, n. A rope or strap for leading/tying an animal (such as a horse) 



horse straight out. Very well. He has done it. Perhaps he can ride. But there is a way of looking 
at a halter that would provoke973 the most charitable974 of saints into a kick. 
 "I had no idea why he wanted to be sociable,975 but as we chatted976 in there it suddenly 
occurred to me the fellow was trying to get at something—in fact, pumping977 me. He 
alluded978 constantly to Europe, to the people I was supposed to know there—putting leading 
questions as to my acquaintances979 in the sepulchral980 city, and so on. His little eyes glittered 
like mica981 discs982—with curiosity—though he tried to keep up a bit of superciliousness.983 At 
first I was astonished,984 but very soon I became awfully curious to see what he would find out 
from me. I couldn't possibly imagine what I had in me to make it worth his while. It was very 
pretty to see how he baffled985 himself, for in truth my body was full only of chills, and my head 
had nothing in it but that wretched986 steamboat business. It was evident987 he took me for a 
perfectly shameless prevaricator.988 At last he got angry, and, to conceal a movement of furious 
annoyance, he yawned. I rose. Then I noticed a small sketch989 in oils, on a panel, 
representing990 a woman, draped991 and blindfolded, carrying a lighted torch.992 The 
background was sombre993—almost black. The movement of the woman was stately,994 and the 
effect995 of the torchlight on the face was sinister.996 
 "It arrested997 me, and he stood by civilly,998 holding an empty half-pint champagne 
bottle (medical comforts) with the candle stuck in it. To my question he said Mr. Kurtz had 
painted this—in this very station more than a year ago—while waiting for means999 to go to his 
trading post. `Tell me, pray,' said I, `who is this Mr. Kurtz?' 
 "`The chief of the Inner Station,' he answered in a short1000 tone, looking away. `Much 
obliged,'1001 I said, laughing. `And you are the brickmaker of the Central Station. Every one 

                                                 
973  provoke, v. To stir to anger or feeling; also to bring about, to induce 
974  charitable, adj. Mild, lenient, tolerant 
975  sociable, adj. Pleasant, friendly 
976  chat, v. To talk (in an informal/familiar way), to converse 
977  pump, v. To question persistently (to obtain information), to probe, to grill 
978  allude, v. To refer to, to reference (indirectly) 
979  acquaintance, n. A person who one knows 
980  sepulchral, adj. Tomblike, funereal, mortuary 
981  mica, n. A type of mineral that can be separated into very thin sheets 
982  disc, n. A disk, a thin circular object 
983  superciliousness, n. Patronizing haughtiness, pride, arrogance, disdain, superiority 
984  astonishment, n. Amazement, surprise 
985  bafflement, n. Defeat or hindering by confusing, frustration 
986  wretched, adj. Very poor, inferior, mean/miserable/contemptible 
987  evident, adj. Obvious, apparent, clear 
988  prevaricate, v. To stray from or evade the truth, to equivocate, to lie, to fib 
989  sketch, n. A rough drawing 
990  represent, v. To portray, to depict 
991  drape, v. To cover or adorn with/as if with folds of cloth 
992  torch, n. A burning stick of wood used to give light, a flambeau 
993  sombre (somber), adj. Dark, gloomy, melancholy, dismal 
994  stately, adj. Dignified and impressive, grand, majestic, lofty, august, grandiose 
995  effect, n. A consequence, a result, an outcome, an influence, an impact; also a distinct impression 
996  sinister, adj. Suggesting evil, malign, presaging trouble, ominous 
997  arrest, v. To bring to a stop, to halt, to check 
998  civility, n. Courteousness, politeness, courtesy 
999  means, n. Something useful to achieving a desired end 
1000  short, adj. Abrupt, curt 



knows that.' He was silent for a while. `He is a prodigy,'1002 he said at last. `He is an 
emissary1003 of pity1004 and science and progress,1005 and devil knows what else. We want,'1006 
he began to declaim1007 suddenly, `for the guidance1008 of the cause1009 intrusted1010 to us by 
Europe, so to speak, higher intelligence, wide sympathies,1011 a singleness of purpose.' `Who 
says that?' I asked. `Lots of them,' he replied. `Some even write that; and so he comes here, a 
special being, as you ought to know.' `Why ought I to know?' I interrupted,1012 really surprised. 
He paid no attention. `Yes. Today he is chief of the best station, next year he will be assistant-
manager, two years more and . . . but I dare-say you know what he will be in two years' time. 
You are of the new gang1013—the gang of virtue.1014 The same people who sent him specially 
also recommended you. Oh, don't say no. I've my own eyes to trust.' Light dawned upon me. My 
dear aunt's influential1015 acquaintances1016 were producing an unexpected effect1017 upon that 
young man. I nearly burst into a laugh. `Do you read the Company's confidential1018 
correspondence?'1019 I asked. He hadn't a word to say. It was great fun. `When Mr. Kurtz,' I 
continued, severely,1020 `is General Manager, you won't have the opportunity.' 
 "He blew the candle out suddenly, and we went outside. The moon had risen. Black 
figures1021 strolled1022 about listlessly,1023 pouring water on the glow, whence1024 proceeded1025 
a sound of hissing; steam ascended1026 in the moonlight, the beaten nigger groaned somewhere. 
`What a row1027 the brute1028 makes!' said the indefatigable1029 man with the moustaches, 
appearing near us. `Serve him right. Transgression1030—punishment—bang! Pitiless,1031 
                                                                                                                                                             
1001  oblige, v. To put in one's debt by a favor/service 
1002  prodigy, n. A person with exceptional talent, a genius 
1003  emissary, n. An ambassador, a messenger, an envoy, a representative 
1004  pity, n. Sympathetic sorrow for someone suffering/unhappy, compassion, commiseration, sympathy 
1005  progress, n. Development, growth, steady improvement 
1006  want, v. To be needy/destitute, to lack, to need, to require 
1007  declaim, v. To give a formal recitation, to orate; also to speak loudly and vehemently, to rant, to rave 
1008  guidance, n. Counseling, advice; also directing, conducting 
1009  cause, n. A charitable undertaking 
1010  intrust (entrust), v. To give to another for care, to consign, to commit 
1011  sympathy, n. Compassion, pity; also a feeling of loyalty 
1012  interrupt, v. To hinder or stop the action (esp. the speech) of, to interfere with (by starting to speak in the 

middle of what someone else is saying) 
1013  gang, n. A group, a band 
1014  virtue, n. Moral excellence, goodness 
1015  influential, adj. Powerful, having sway, important 
1016  acquaintance, n. A person who one knows 
1017  effect, n. A consequence, a result, an outcome; also an influence, an impact 
1018  confidential, adj. Secret, private, classified 
1019  correspondence, n. Letters 
1020  severe, adj. Harsh 
1021  figure, n. Something noticeable only as a shape (esp. that of a person), a form, a silhouette 
1022  stroll, v. To walk in a leisurely or idle way, to ramble, to amble, to saunter 
1023  listless, adj. Lethargic, lifeless, languid, sluggish, apathetic, enervated 
1024  whence, conj. From or out of which place/source/cause 
1025  proceed, v. To originate, to issue 
1026  ascend, v. To rise, to climb, to go upward 
1027  row, n. A noisy disturbance 
1028  brute, n. A beast, an animal 
1029  indefatigable, adj. Tireless, weariless, untiring, unflagging 
1030  transgression, n. A misdeed, a wrong 
1031  pitiless, adj. Merciless, coldhearted, uncompassionate, cruel 



pitiless. That's the only way. This will prevent1032 all conflagrations1033 for the future. I was just 
telling the manager . . .' He noticed my companion,1034 and became crestfallen1035 all at once. 
`Not in bed yet,' he said, with a kind of servile1036 heartiness;1037 `it's so natural. Ha! Danger—
agitation.'1038 He vanished.1039 I went on to the riverside, and the other followed me. I heard a 
scathing1040 murmur1041 at my ear, `Heap of muffs1042—go to.'1043 The pilgrims could be seen 
in knots gesticulating,1044 discussing. Several had still their staves1045 in their hands. I verily1046 
believe they took these sticks to bed with them. Beyond the fence the forest stood up 
spectrally1047 in the moonlight, and through that dim stir,1048 through the faint1049 sounds of that 
lamentable1050 courtyard, the silence of the land went home to one's very heart—its mystery,1051 
its greatness, the amazing reality1052 of its concealed1053 life. The hurt nigger moaned feebly1054 
somewhere near by, and then fetched1055 a deep sigh that made me mend my pace1056 1057 away 
from there. I felt a hand introducing1058 itself under my arm. `My dear sir,' said the fellow, `I 
don't want to be misunderstood, and especially by you, who will see Mr. Kurtz long before I can 
have that pleasure. I wouldn't like him to get a false idea of my disposition.1059 . . .' 
 "I let him run on,1060 this papier-mache1061 Mephistopheles,1062 and it seemed to me 
that if I tried I could poke my forefinger1063 through him, and would find nothing inside but a 
little loose dirt, maybe. He, don't you see, had been planning to be assistant-manager by and 
by1064 under the present1065 man, and I could see that the coming of that Kurtz had upset them 

                                                 
1032  prevent, v. To keep from happening 
1033  conflagration, n. A large fire, an inferno, a blaze 
1034  companion, n. One who accompanies another, a comrade, an associate, a friend, a buddy 
1035  crestfallen, adj. Dejected, downcast, dispirited 
1036  servile, adj. Abjectly submissive, slavish; also of/suitable to a slave/servant 
1037  heartiness, n. Vigor, vehemence; also enthusiastic cordiality, joviality, sincerity 
1038  agitated, adj. Excited, upset, disturbed 
1039  vanish, v. To disappear 
1040  scathing, adj. Bitterly denunciatory, harshly critical 
1041  murmur, n. A soft utterance, a mutter, a whisper 
1042  muff, n. A stupid/feeble/incompetent person, a fool 
1043  go to, imp. Get to work, go ahead 
1044  gesticulate, v. To gesture while speaking, to motion 
1045  stave, n. A staff 
1046  verily, adv. In truth, certainly, truly, confidently, indeed 
1047  spectrally, adv. Ghostily, in a ghostlike way, in an unearthly manner 
1048  stir, n. Disturbance, agitation, brisk activity, bustle, commotion 
1049  faint, adj. Lacking strength or vigor, weak, scarcely perceptible 
1050  lamentable, adj. Regrettable, deplorable, pitiable, pathetic, piteous 
1051  mysterious, adj. Inexplicable or incomprehensible, enigmatic, cryptic, puzzling 
1052  reality, n. All things having existence; also that which exists objectively and in fact 
1053  concealed, adj. Hidden, kept from being seen or discovered, cloaked, camouflaged 
1054  feeble, adj. Weak, frail, enervated 
1055  fetch, v. To bring forth, to heave 
1056  pace, n. Rate of movement/progress, speed; also a way of walking, tread, gait 
1057  mend one's pace, v. To go faster, to speed up 
1058  introduce, v. To place, to insert, to insinuate 
1059  disposition, n. Usual mood, temperament, nature 
1060  run on, v. To talk at length, to chatter, to yak; also to continue, to keep going 
1061  papier-mache, adj. Made of shredded wastepaper and glue; also unreal, artificial 
1062  Mephistopheles: The devil 
1063  forefinger, n. The index finger 
1064  by and by, adv. Before long, soon 



both not a little. He talked precipitately,1066 and I did not try to stop him. I had my shoulders 
against the wreck of my steamer,1067 hauled up on the slope like a carcass1068 of some big river 
animal. The smell of mud, of primeval1069 mud, by Jove! was in my nostrils, the high stillness of 
primeval1070 forest was before my eyes; there were shiny patches on the black creek.1071 The 
moon had spread over everything a thin layer of silver—over the rank1072 grass, over the mud, 
upon the wall of matted1073 vegetation1074 standing higher than the wall of a temple, over the 
great river I could see through a sombre1075 gap glittering, glittering, as it flowed broadly by 
without a murmur.1076 All this was great, expectant,1077 mute,1078 while the man jabbered1079 
about himself. I wondered whether the stillness on the face of the immensity1080 looking at us 
two were meant as an appeal1081 or as a menace.1082 What were we who had strayed1083 in here? 
Could we handle that dumb1084 thing, or would it handle us? I felt how big, how 
confoundedly1085 big, was that thing that couldn't talk, and perhaps was deaf as well. What was 
in there? I could see a little ivory coming out from there, and I had heard Mr. Kurtz was in there. 
I had heard enough about it, too—God knows! Yet somehow it didn't bring any image with it—
no more than if I had been told an angel or a fiend1086 was in there. I believed it in the same way 
one of you might believe there are inhabitants1087 in the planet Mars. I knew once a Scotch 
sailmaker who was certain, dead sure, there were people in Mars. If you asked him for some idea 
how they looked and behaved, he would get shy and mutter1088 something about `walking on all-
fours.' If you as much as smiled, he would—though a man of sixty—offer to fight you. I would 
not have gone so far as to fight for Kurtz, but I went for him near enough to a lie. You know I 
hate, detest,1089 and can't bear a lie, not because I am straighter1090 than the rest of us, but 
simply because it appalls1091 me. There is a taint1092 of death, a flavour of mortality1093 in lies—

                                                                                                                                                             
1065  present, adj. Now existing, current 
1066  precipitate, adj. Moving rapidly and heedlessly; also impetuous, reckless 
1067  steamer, n. A ship whose engine runs on steam 
1068  carcass, n. A dead body, a corpse 
1069  primeval, adj. Of or relating to the earliest ages, ancient, primitive 
1070  primeval, adj. Of or relating to the earliest ages, ancient, primitive 
1071  creek, n. A small natural stream of water, a brook 
1072  rank, adj. Putrid, festering, foul, rancid, rotting, fetid; also growing extremely quickly, rampant, lush, 
profuse 
1073  mat, v. To form into a tangled mass 
1074  vegetation, n. Plant life 
1075  sombre (somber), adj. Dark, gloomy, melancholy, dismal; also serious, grave, stern  
1076  murmur, n. A low indistinct (oft. continuous) sound 
1077  expectant, adj. Anticipating, waiting for something 
1078  mute, adj. Silent 
1079  jabber, v. To talk rapidly/unintelligibly/idly; to babble, to ramble, to chatter 
1080  immensity, n. Hugeness, vastness, enormousness 
1081  appeal, n. An urgent request, an entreaty 
1082  menace, n. A possible danger, a threat 
1083  stray, v. To wander (from a route or a place where you should be) 
1084  dumb, adj. Mute, unable to speak, inarticulate 
1085  confoundedly, adv. Damnedly, blastedly 
1086  fiend, n. A devil, a demon 
1087  inhabitant, n. One who lives in a place, a dweller, a resident 
1088  mutter, v. To speak quietly or indistinctly, to murmur, to mumble 
1089  detest, v. To dislike intensely, to abhor, to hate, to loathe 
1090  straight, adj. Honest and fair, proper, square 
1091  appalling, adj. Dismaying, horrifying, frightful, causing consternation 



which is exactly what I hate and detest1094 in the world—what I want to forget. It makes me 
miserable1095 and sick, like biting something rotten would do. Temperament,1096 I suppose. 
Well, I went near enough to it by letting the young fool there believe anything he liked to 
imagine as to my influence1097 in Europe. I became in an instant as much of a pretence1098 as the 
rest of the bewitched1099 pilgrims. This simply because I had a notion1100 it somehow would be 
of help to that Kurtz whom at the time I did not see—you understand. He was just a word for me. 
I did not see the man in the name any more than you do. Do you see him? Do you see the story? 
Do you see anything? It seems to me I am trying to tell you a dream—making a vain1101 attempt, 
because no relation1102 of a dream can convey1103 the dream-sensation,1104 that commingling1105 
of absurdity,1106 surprise, and bewilderment1107 in a tremor1108 of struggling revolt,1109 that 
notion1110 of being captured by the incredible which is of the very essence1111 of dreams. . . ." 
 He was silent for a while. 
 ". . . No, it is impossible; it is impossible to convey1112 the life-sensation1113 of any given 
epoch1114 of one's existence1115—that which makes its truth, its meaning—its subtle1116 and 
penetrating1117 essence.1118 It is impossible. We live, as we dream—alone. . . ." 
 He paused again as if reflecting,1119 then added: 
 "Of course in this you fellows see more than I could then. You see me, whom you know. 
. . ." 
 It had become so pitch dark that we listeners could hardly see one another. For a long 
time already he, sitting apart, had been no more to us than a voice. There was not a word from 
anybody. The others might have been asleep, but I was awake. I listened, I listened on the watch 

                                                                                                                                                             
1092  taint, n. An infecting touch, influence, or tinge; corruption, pollution 
1093  mortality, n. The state of being subject to death, fatality, lethality 
1094  detest, v. To dislike intensely, to abhor, to hate, to loathe 
1095  miserable, adj. Very unhappy, wretched 
1096  temperament, n. Disposition, character, personality 
1097  influence, n. Power to affect something, sway 
1098  pretence (pretense), n. Pretending 
1099  bewitch, v. To beguile, to enchant, to entrance, to charm 
1100  notion, n. A belief, an opinion 
1101  vain, adj. Not yielding the desired outcome, fruitless, unsuccessful 
1102  relation, n. An account, telling, recounting 
1103  convey, v. To communicate, to make known, to impart 
1104  sensation, n. Feeling, sense 
1105  commingle, v. To blend (into a harmonious whole), to mix, to compound, to merge 
1106  absurdity, n. Silliness, inconsistency, irrationality 
1107  bewilderment, n. Confusion, puzzlement 
1108  tremor, n. A shaking or quivering, a vibration, quaking 
1109  revolt, n. An uprising, a rebellion; also an act of protest 
1110  notion, n. An idea, a thought, a concept 
1111  essence, n. Something's individual/real/ultimate nature, basic substance 
1112  convey, v. To communicate, to make known, to impart 
1113  sensation, n. Feeling, sense 
1114  epoch, n. A period of time (usu. characterized by a memorable development/series of events), an age, an 
era 
1115  existence, n. Being, actuality, life 
1116  subtle, adj. So slight as to be difficult to detect, fine 
1117  penetrating, adj. Keenly perceptive or understanding, acute, discerning 
1118  essence, n. Something's individual/real/ultimate nature, basic substance 
1119  reflection, n. Careful consideration 



for the sentence, for the word, that would give me the clue to the faint1120 uneasiness1121 
inspired1122 by this narrative1123 that seemed to shape itself without human lips in the heavy 
night-air of the river. 
 ". . . Yes—I let him run on," Marlow began again, "and think what he pleased about the 
powers that were behind me. I did! And there was nothing behind me! There was nothing but 
that wretched,1124 old, mangled1125 steamboat I was leaning against, while he talked fluently1126 
about `the necessity1127 for every man to get on.' `And when one comes out here, you 
conceive,1128 it is not to gaze1129 at the moon.' Mr. Kurtz was a `universal1130 genius,'1131 but 
even a genius would find it easier to work with `adequate1132 tools—intelligent men.' He did not 
make bricks—why, there was a physical1133 impossibility in the way—as I was well aware; and 
if he did secretarial1134 work for the manager, it was because `no sensible man rejects1135 
wantonly1136 the confidence1137 of his superiors.'1138 Did I see it? I saw it. What more did I 
want? What I really wanted was rivets,1139 by heaven! Rivets. To get on with the work—to stop 
the hole. Rivets I wanted. There were cases of them down at the coast1140—cases—piled up—
burst—split! You kicked a loose rivet at every second step in that station-yard on the hillside. 
Rivets had rolled into the grove1141 of death. You could fill your pockets with rivets for the 
trouble of stooping1142 down—and there wasn't one rivet to be found where it was wanted. We 
had plates1143 that would do, but nothing to fasten them with. And every week the messenger, a 
long1144 negro, letter-bag on shoulder and staff1145 in hand, left our station for the coast.1146 And 
several times a week a coast caravan1147 came in with trade goods1148—ghastly1149 glazed1150 
                                                 
1120  faint, adj. Lacking strength or vigor, weak, scarcely perceptible 
1121  unease, n. Anxiousness, apprehensiveness, insecurity 
1122  inspire, v. To cause, to bring about; also to fill with emotion 
1123  narrative, n. A story, a tale 
1124  wretched, adj. Very poor, inferior, mean/miserable/contemptible 
1125  mangle, v. To maim, to batter, to disfigure, to deface 
1126  fluency, n. Eloquence, articulation 
1127  necessity, n. Requirement, need 
1128  conceive, v. To apprehend, to understand 
1129  gaze, v. To look at, to stare, to peer, to watch, to regard, to behold 
1130  universal, adj. Applicable to all purposes, conditions, or situations; broad 
1131  genius, n. A person with extraordinary ability, a whiz 
1132  adequate, adj. Sufficient, satisfactory 
1133  physical, adj. Material, corporeal, tangible 
1134  secretarial, adj. Characteristic of someone who does clerical work, clerical 
1135  reject, v. To refuse to accept or give affection to, to spurn; also to discard as useless or defective, to throw 
out 
1136  wantonly, adv. Unrestrainedly 
1137  confidence, n. Trust, belief in someone's abilities 
1138  superior, n. One who is above another in rank or quality, a senior, a better 
1139  rivet, n. A metal pin/bolt used to attach two or more pieces (usu. sheets of metal) 
1140  coast, n. Seashore, the land near a shore 
1141  grove, n. A small wood or stand of trees 
1142  stoop, v. To bend the body/part of the body forward and down 
1143  plates: Sheets of metal that Marlow can use to mend the hole in the ship. 
1144  long, adj. Tall 
1145  staff, n. A long stick used as support when walking 
1146  coast, n. Seashore, the land near a shore 
1147  caravan, n. A group of people/pack animals/vehicles traveling together (oft. to transport goods for trading) 
1148  goods, n. Something manufactured or produced for sale, wares, merchandise 
1149  ghastly, adj. Intensely unpleasant/disagreeable/objectionable, horrid 



calico1151 that made you shudder1152 only to look at it, glass beads value about a penny a 
quart,1153 confounded1154 spotted cotton handkerchiefs. And no rivets. Three carriers1155 could 
have brought all that was wanted to set that steamboat afloat. 
 "He was becoming confidential1156 now, but I fancy my unresponsive attitude must have 
exasperated1157 him at last, for he judged it necessary to inform1158 me he feared neither God 
nor devil, let alone any mere1159 man. I said I could see that very well, but what I wanted was a 
certain quantity1160 of rivets—and rivets were what really Mr. Kurtz wanted, if he had only 
known it. Now letters went to the coast1161 every week. . . . `My dear sir,' he cried, `I write from 
dictation.'1162 I demanded rivets. There was a way—for an intelligent man. He changed his 
manner;1163 became very cold, and suddenly began to talk about a hippopotamus; wondered 
whether sleeping on board the steamer1164 (I stuck to my salvage1165 night and day) I wasn't 
disturbed. There was an old hippo that had the bad habit1166 of getting out on the bank and 
roaming at night over the station grounds.1167 The pilgrims used to turn out in a body and empty 
every rifle1168 they could lay hands on at him. Some even had sat up o' nights for him. All this 
energy was wasted, though. `That animal has a charmed life,' he said; `but you can say this only 
of brutes1169 in this country. No man—you apprehend1170 me?—no man here bears a charmed 
life.' He stood there for a moment in the moonlight with his delicate1171 hooked1172 nose set a 
little askew,1173 and his mica1174 eyes glittering without a wink, then, with a curt1175 Good-night, 
he strode off. I could see he was disturbed and considerably1176 puzzled,1177 which made me 
feel more hopeful than I had been for days. It was a great comfort to turn from that chap to my 
influential1178 friend, the battered,1179 twisted, ruined, tin-pot steamboat. I clambered1180 on 

                                                                                                                                                             
1150  glazed, adj. Covered with a glassy film, shiny, glossed 
1151  calico, n. A patterned cotton fabric 
1152  shudder, v. To shiver, to tremble, to quiver 
1153  quart, n. A fourth of a gallon, 32 ounces 
1154  confounded, adj. Damned, blasted (used as a swear) 
1155  carrier, n. A bearer, a courier 
1156  confidential, adj. Intimate, familiar, chummy 
1157  exasperate, v. To annoy, to irritate, to rile, to bother, to try one's patience 
1158  inform, v. To communicate knowledge to, to impart information, to enlighten 
1159  mere, adj. Nothing more than, only (We are mere mortals; we can't perform miracles.) 
1160  quantity, n. A number, an amount 
1161  coast, n. Seashore, the land near a shore 
1162  dictation, n. Saying words to be recorded/transcribed 
1163  manner, n. Behavior, deportment, conduct, bearing 
1164  steamer, n. A ship whose engine runs on steam 
1165  salvage, n. Something saved from destruction and put to further use 
1166  habitual, adj. Established by long use, usual, customary 
1167  grounds, pl. n. The area around and belonging to a house/building 
1168  rifle, n. A type of gun, fired with the butt resting on the firer's shoulder 
1169  brute, n. A beast, an animal 
1170  apprehend, v. To understand, to comprehend 
1171  delicate, adj. Dainty/charming, fine 
1172  hooked, adj. Crooked, in the form of a hook, curved, bent 
1173  askew, adj. Out of line, awry, crooked 
1174  mica, n. A type of mineral that can be separated into very thin sheets 
1175  curt, adj. Sparing words, terse, brief, concise; also (rudely) short, brusque, abrupt, gruff 
1176  considerable, adj. Large in amount or degree, significant, sizable, substantial 
1177  puzzlement, n. Being baffled, perplexity, confusion 
1178  influential, adj. Powerful, having sway, important 



board. She rang under my feet like an empty Huntley & Palmer biscuit-tin kicked along a 
gutter;1181 she was nothing so solid in make,1182 and rather less pretty in shape, but I had 
expended1183 enough hard work on her to make me love her. No influential1184 friend would 
have served me better. She had given me a chance to come out a bit—to find out what I could do. 
No, I don't like work. I had rather laze about and think of all the fine things that can be done. I 
don't like work—no man does—but I like what is in the work—the chance to find yourself. Your 
own reality1185—for yourself, not for others—what no other man can ever know. They can only 
see the mere1186 show, and never can tell what it really means. 
 "I was not surprised to see somebody sitting aft,1187 on the deck, with his legs dangling 
over the mud. You see I rather chummed1188 with the few mechanics there were in that station, 
whom the other pilgrims naturally despised1189—on account of their imperfect manners, I 
suppose. This was the foreman1190—a boiler-maker by trade—a good worker. He was a lank,1191 
bony, yellow-faced man, with big intense1192 eyes. His aspect1193 was worried, and his head was 
as bald as the palm of my hand; but his hair in falling seemed to have stuck to his chin, and had 
prospered1194 in the new locality,1195 for his beard hung down to his waist. He was a 
widower1196 with six young children (he had left them in charge of a sister of his to come out 
there), and the passion1197 of his life was pigeon-flying. He was an enthusiast1198 and a 
connoisseur.1199 He would rave1200 about pigeons. After work hours he used sometimes to come 
over from his hut for a talk about his children and his pigeons; at work, when he had to crawl in 
the mud under the bottom of the steamboat, he would tie up that beard of his in a kind of white 
serviette1201 he brought for the purpose. It had loops to go over his ears. In the evening he could 
be seen squatted on the bank rinsing that wrapper in the creek1202 with great care, then spreading 
it solemnly1203 on a bush to dry. 

                                                                                                                                                             
1179  batter, v. To wear/damage by hard usage or blows, to disfigure by beating 
1180  clamber, v. To climb awkwardly, to scrabble, to scramble 
1181  gutter, n. A low area (as at the edge of a street) to carry off water (to a sewer) 
1182  make, n. The manner/style of construction, structure, build 
1183  expend, v. To spend, to pay, to dispense; also to use for a specific purpose, to utilize 
1184  influential, adj. Powerful, having sway, important 
1185  reality, n. All things having existence; also that which exists objectively and in fact 
1186  mere, adj. Nothing more than, only 
1187  aft, adj. Near or at a ship's stern 
1188  chum, v. To show affability, to be friendly 
1189  despise, v. To look down on, to scorn, to disdain, to detest 
1190  foreman, n. A person in charge of a group of workers 
1191  lank, adj. Slender, thin, lean, spare 
1192  intense, adj. Acute, concentrated 
1193  aspect, n. An appearance, an air, a look 
1194  prosperity, n. Success, being well off 
1195  locality, n. A particular place, an area, a region 
1196  widower, n. A man whose wife has died (and usu. who has not remarried) 
1197  passion, n. Great enthusiasm 
1198  enthusiast, n. Someone passionately attached to a cause/object/pursuit, a devotee, a fanatic 
1199  connoisseur, n. A person with expert knowledge, an authority 
1200  rave, v. To speak with wild enthusiasm, to gush 
1201  serviette, n. A napkin 
1202  creek, n. A small natural stream of water, a brook 
1203  solemnly, adv. Gravely, sedately, soberly, seriously; also ceremonially, formally 



 "I slapped him on the back and shouted, `We shall have rivets!' He scrambled to his feet 
exclaiming,1204 `No! Rivets!' as though he couldn't believe his ears. Then in a low voice, `You . . 
. eh?' I don't know why we behaved like lunatics.1205 I put my finger to the side of my nose and 
nodded mysteriously.1206 `Good for you!' he cried, snapped his fingers above his head, lifting 
one foot. I tried a jig.1207 We capered1208 on the iron deck. A frightful1209 clatter came out of 
that hulk,1210 and the virgin1211 forest on the other bank of the creek1212 sent it back in a 
thundering roll1213 upon the sleeping station. It must have made some of the pilgrims sit up in 
their hovels.1214 A dark figure1215 obscured1216 the lighted doorway of the manager's hut, 
vanished,1217 then, a second or so after, the doorway itself vanished,1218 too. We stopped, and 
the silence driven away by the stamping of our feet flowed back again from the recesses1219 of 
the land. The great wall of vegetation,1220 an exuberant1221 and entangled1222 mass of trunks, 
branches, leaves, boughs,1223 festoons,1224 motionless in the moonlight, was like a rioting 
invasion of soundless life, a rolling wave of plants, piled up, crested,1225 ready to topple1226 over 
the creek,1227 to sweep every little man of us out of his little existence.1228 And it moved not. A 
deadened1229 burst of mighty splashes and snorts reached us from afar,1230 as though an 
icthyosaurus1231 had been taking a bath of glitter in the great river. `After all,' said the boiler-
maker in a reasonable1232 tone, `why shouldn't we get the rivets?' Why not, indeed! I did not 
know of any reason why we shouldn't. `They'll come in three weeks,' I said confidently.1233 
 "But they didn't. Instead of rivets there came an invasion, an infliction,1234 a visitation. It 
came in sections during the next three weeks, each section headed by a donkey carrying a white 
                                                 
1204  exclaim, v. To cry out, to speak in strong/sudden emotion 
1205  lunatic, n. An insane person; also a wildly foolish person 
1206  mysterious, adj. Inexplicable or incomprehensible, enigmatic, cryptic, puzzling 
1207  jig, n. A type of dance 
1208  caper, v. To leap or prance about playfully, to cavort, to gambol, to frolic, to romp 
1209  frightful, adj. Startling b/c objectionable, appalling, awful, dreadful 
1210  hulking, adj. Unwieldy, bulky, massive 
1211  virgin, adj. Fresh, unspoiled, untouched, pristine, unaltered 
1212  creek, n. A small natural stream of water, a brook 
1213  roll, n. A heavy reverberating sound 
1214  hovel, n. A small wretched (oft. dirty) house, a hut, a shack 
1215  figure, n. Something noticeable only as a shape (esp. that of a person), a form, a silhouette 
1216  obscure, v. To conceal, to hide 
1217  vanish, v. To disappear 
1218  vanish, v. To disappear 
1219  recess, n. An indentation, a cleft; also a hidden/secret/secluded place 
1220  vegetation, n. Plant life 
1221  exuberant, adj. Luxurious, abundant 
1222  entangle, v. To wrap or twist together, to snarl 
1223  bough, n. A tree branch 
1224  festoon, n. A decorative chain/strip hanging between two points 
1225  crest, v. To peak 
1226  topple, v. To push or throw over, to overturn or overthrow, to upset 
1227  creek, n. A small natural stream of water, a brook 
1228  existence, n. Being, actuality 
1229  deaden, v. To muffle, to mute 
1230  afar, n. A great distance 
1231  icthyosaurus (ichthyosaur), n. An aquatic dinosaur 
1232  reasonable, adj. Capable of reasoning, rational; also in accordance with reason, within common sense 
1233  confidently, adv. With assurance, with certainty, surely 
1234  infliction, n. S.thing (i.e. punishment/suffering) to be endured, caused by s.one/s.thing else; an imposition 



man in new clothes and tan1235 shoes, bowing from that elevation1236 right and left to the 
impressed pilgrims. A quarrelsome1237 band1238 of footsore1239 sulky1240 niggers trod1241 on the 
heels of the donkey; a lot of tents, camp-stools,1242 tin boxes, white cases, brown bales1243 would 
be shot down in the courtyard, and the air of mystery1244 would deepen a little over the 
muddle1245 of the station. Five such instalments1246 came, with their absurd1247 air of disorderly 
flight1248 with the loot1249 of innumerable1250 outfit shops1251 and provision1252 stores, that, one 
would think, they were lugging,1253 after a raid,1254 into the wilderness for equitable1255 
division. It was an inextricable1256 mess of things decent1257 in themselves but that human 
folly1258 made look like the spoils1259 of thieving. 
 "This devoted1260 band1261 called itself the Eldorado Exploring Expedition,1262 and I 
believe they were sworn to secrecy. Their talk, however, was the talk of sordid1263 
buccaneers:1264 it was reckless1265 without hardihood,1266 greedy without audacity,1267 and 
cruel without courage; there was not an atom1268 of foresight1269 or of serious intention1270 in 
the whole batch1271 of them, and they did not seem aware these things are wanted for the work 

                                                 
1235  tan, adj. A light yellowish brown 
1236  elevate, v. To lift, to raise, to boost 
1237  quarrelsome, adj. Argumentative, contentious, disputatious 
1238  band, n. A group 
1239  footsore, adj. Having sore/tender feet (as from too much walking) 
1240  sulk, v. To brood, to glower, to be resentful, to pout, to be sullen 
1241  trod, v. (past tense) Walked, stepped 
1242  camp-stool, n. A light portable folding stool 
1243  bale, n. A large bundle of goods 
1244  mysterious, adj. Inexplicable or incomprehensible, enigmatic, cryptic, puzzling 
1245  muddle, n. Disordered confusion, a mess, a jumble 
1246  instalment (installment), n. One of several parts presented/occurring at intervals 
1247  absurd, adj. Silly 
1248  flight, n. Running away, fleeing, escape, a getaway 
1249  loot, n. Goods taken in war/illegally by force, spoils, booty, plunder 
1250  innumerable, adj. Too many to be counted, incalculable, immeasurable 
1251  outfit shop: A store that provides gear/equipment 
1252  provisions, pl. n. A stock of supplies (esp. food) 
1253  lug, v. To carry laboriously, to transport with effort 
1254  raid, n. A surprise attack by a small armed force 
1255  equitable, adj. Fair, just, unprejudiced 
1256  inextricable, adj. Incapable of being untangled/untied; also irresolvable, unsolvable 
1257  decent, adj. Fairly good but not excellent, adequate, satisfactory, acceptable 
1258  folly, n. A foolish idea or act; also criminally or tragically foolish behavior 
1259  spoils, pl. n. Plunder, loot 
1260  devoted, adj. Strongly affectionate or attached, ardent, loyal 
1261  band, n. A group 
1262  expedition, n. A journey undertaken by a group of people 
1263  sordid, adj. Base, vile, low, wretched 
1264  buccaneer, n. An unscrupulous adventurer (esp. in politics/business); also a pirate 
1265  reckless, adj. Rash, heedless, precipitate, indifferent to or disregarding consequences 
1266  hardy, adj. Brave, intrepid  
1267  audacity, n. Boldness, daring 
1268  atom, n. An extremely small amount 
1269  foresight, n. Care in providing for the future, prudence, forethought 
1270  intention, n. Purpose, an aim, a plan, an objective 
1271  batch, n. A quantity (of people/things) considered as a group, a bunch, a lot, a set 



of the world. To tear treasure out of the bowels1272 of the land was their desire,1273 with no more 
moral1274 purpose at the back of it than there is in burglars breaking into a safe. Who paid the 
expenses1275 of the noble1276 enterprise1277 I don't know; but the uncle of our manager was 
leader of that lot. 
 "In exterior1278 he resembled1279 a butcher in a poor neighbourhood, and his eyes had a 
look of sleepy cunning.1280 He carried his fat paunch1281 with ostentation1282 on his short legs, 
and during the time his gang1283 infested1284 the station spoke to no one but his nephew. You 
could see these two roaming about all day long with their heads close together in an everlasting 
confab.1285 
 "I had given up worrying myself about the rivets. One's capacity1286 for that kind of 
folly1287 is more limited than you would suppose. I said Hang!—and let things slide. I had plenty 
of time for meditation,1288 and now and then I would give some thought to Kurtz. I wasn't very 
interested in him. No. Still, I was curious to see whether this man, who had come out 
equipped1289 with moral1290 ideas of some sort, would climb to the top after all and how he 
would set about his work when there." 
 

                                                 
1272  bowels, pl. n. The interior parts, the deep/remote parts 
1273  desire, n. A wish, a longing (or the object of longing) 
1274  moral, adj. Pertaining to right & wrong, ethical; also virtuous, honorable, principled 
1275  expense, n. Financial burden, cost, expenditure 
1276  noble, adj. Of high character, high-minded 
1277  enterprise, n. An especially difficult/complicated/risky project/undertaking, an adventure 
1278  exterior, n. The outside 
1279  resemble, v. To be similar to, to be like, to look like 
1280  cunning, n. Skill in deception, guile, artfulness 
1281  paunch, n. A potbelly, a protruding/swollen abdomen, a gut 
1282  ostentation, n. Pretentious display, boastful showiness, airs, pomp 
1283  gang, n. A group, a band 
1284  infest, v. To live in/on as a parasite; also to spread/swarm over troublesomely, to beset, to overrun 
1285  confab, n. A chat, a discussion 
1286  capacity, n. The maximum that can be held, volume 
1287  folly, n. Foolishness, a foolish idea 
1288  meditate, v. To reflect on, to contemplate, to ponder 
1289  equip, v. To provision for service/action, to furnish with gear, to appoint, to fit out, to prepare 
1290  moral, adj. Pertaining to right & wrong, ethical; also virtuous, honorable, principled 



Essay / Discussion Questions for book one: 
 
1. Using the narrative and the physical description of Marlow at the beginning of the story, describe what 
you think Marlow will become in the five years following the conclusion of his narrative. 
  

2. Marlow is a man who “follows the sea.”   Discuss the irony (i.e. What is surprising) of this 
description in relation to his journey. 
 

3. Why does Joseph Conrad only refer to two people by name, and otherwise only refer to them with 
titles (i.e. The Manager).? 

 



Part 2 Summary:  
 
            In Part 1 Kurtz is always spoken of positively, in a way that sparks interest and allows us to 
understand why Marlow is intrigued by the man. Part 2 changes that pattern from the very first scene where 
the manager and his uncle complain about Kurtz.  What we learn about Kurtz in this scene is that he has 
been very sick, he is alone in the wilderness, he has not been heard from for a long time  could have come 
out of the beginning of a horror story; as in a horror story, these tidbits of knowledge are meant to make us 
more apprehensive about Kurtz. Then Marlow, who in his  
narrative is quite eager to meet Kurtz, pauses in telling his story and describes the man in terms that are 
not very flattering. His comment that Kurtz was claimed by the powers of darkness is especially ominous in 
the context of a novel so concerned with light and shadow. The fact 
that the civilized and eloquent beginning of Kurtz's report has degenerated into a scrawled "Exterminate all 
the brutes!" by the end again suggests that something is very wrong. When we learn that Kurtz is inside the 
decrepit shack at the station, his placement in this dark, 
decaying building seems only fitting given the ominous atmosphere that has developed around his name.  
            This part begins where the first part finished, with Marlow telling a story about his experiences.   
            One evening, Marlow overhears the station manager and his uncle talking. They gossip and 
complain about Kurtz. The manager is particularly upset because Kurtz convinced higher-ups in the 
Company to order the manager to allow Kurtz to go to his preferred station. The last time that the manager 
heard from Kurtz was when he sent ivory downriver with a clerk who had been with him. Kurtz, whom the 
clerk said had been very sick and had not totally recovered, was supposed to come with the ivory since his 
station had run out of supplies. However, after setting out, Kurtz 
decided to turn back. The manager and his uncle are annoyed and baffled at Kurtz's behavior. They have 
not heard from Kurtz in nine months, and "strange rumors" are beginning to circulate. They speak 
disparagingly of Kurtz's grandiose, idealistic talk and his idea that stations should try 
to civilize the natives while trading. 
            The scene then shifts to Marlow's journey upriver toward Kurtz's station.  He sets out on the 
steamboat along with the manager, a few "pilgrims," and a crew of native cannibals. Marlow describes the 
trip as a journey back in time to "the earliest beginnings of the world." The 
wilderness surrounding the river is immense, still, and watchful.  Marlow, however, cannot comprehend the 
vastness; he must concentrate on navigation because the river is full of obstacles and tricky passages.  
 The empty, silent wilderness is periodically interrupted by lonely stations and by glimpses of 
chaotic native villages. Marlow notes that he finds watching the natives particularly disconcerting because 
he expected to see savage, animalistic beasts, but instead finds that they 
are not wholly inhuman.  In a remote way, he says, the natives are kin to him, so he feels a sense of 
connection with them even though he considers himself very different from them.             
            Fifty miles downriver from Kurtz's station, the men find the remains of a small settlement. On a 
stack of firewood is a note saying that the wood is for Marlow's ship and that he should "hurry" but 
"approach cautiously." In the tumbledown hut, Marlow finds a worn book about 
seamanship. The manager says that the hut must have belonged to a wandering trader in the district and 
that the trader must have left the firewood. 
 
.....Books 1, 2, and 3 are now available for purchase.  Ivy Bound Students receive a 40% discount off 
the price (regularly $60 for the Internet version, and $85 for the paperback (due out May 2006).  E-
mail Michelle@ivybound.net. 


