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INTRODUCTORY QUOTATIONS: 

 

 

After seeing troop trains departing from Waterloo, I used to have strange 

visions of London as a place of unreality.  I used in imagination to see the 

bridges collapse and sink, and the whole great city vanish like a morning 

mist.  Its inhabitants began to seem like hallucinations, and I would wonder 

whether the world in which I thought I had lived was a mere product of my 

own febrile nightmares. 

   — Bertrand Russell, Autobiography. 

 

Large elm-trees stood along that river-walk; 

  And under one, a few steps from my seat, 

I heard strange voices join in stranger talk, 

  Although I had not heard approaching feet: 

These bodiless voices in my waking dream 

Flowed dark words blending with sombre stream. 

   —  James Thomson, from City of Dreadful Night. 

 

Composed upon Westminster Bridge, September 3, 1802. 

Earth has not anything to show more fair: 

Dull would he be of soul who could pass by 

A sight so touching in its majesty: 

This City now doth, like a garment, wear 

The beauty of the morning; silent, bare, 

Ships, towers, domes, theatres, and temples lie 
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Open unto the fields, and to the sky; 

All bright and glittering in the smokeless air. 

Never did sun more beautifully steep 

In his first splendour, valley, rock, or hill; 

Ne’er saw I, never felt, a calm so deep! 

The river glideth at his own sweet will: 

Dear God! the very houses seem asleep; 

And all that mighty heart is lying still! 

   —  William Wordsworth. 

 

The beautiful light faded slowly.  The great darkness and silence came and 

these suddenly changed to the dazzlement of day and the great soft, rustling 

sound of London, that is like some vast beast turning over in its sleep.  

   —  E. Nesbit, The Story of the Amulet. 
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Introduction 

 

HE contemporary “visionary London” novel is exemplified 

by the likes of Iain Sinclair, Peter Ackroyd, Michael 

Moorcock, as well as Geoff Nicholson, Jim Crace, China 

Mieville, Jeanette Winterson, Maureen Duffy, and many others.  Yet there 

was once another thriving visionary literature of that mighty city.  This 

literature was often of a futuristic London, and it tended to be apocalyptic or 

post-apocalyptic in tone.  Collected here are selections from almost all the 

examples of this earlier trend, mostly dating from the mid/late 1800s and the 

early 1900s.  The book is generally intended as a ‘taster’ for science-fiction 

readers who think they might be interested in pursuing such historical 

literature further, but it may also save a future scholar some time when 

writing an article or dissertation that touches on the topics involved. 

   In this anthology you may read of:— a London gone wild and reverted to 

nature; London asphyxiated by a giant cloud of cyanide; London standing on 

the brink of an invading plague; of London explored by future archaeologists 

from New Zealand; of the slim hopes for the future that were placed in the 

new board-schools and bridges; of the sly infiltration of an invading army; of 

a hideously divided London in the year 802,701 A.D.; of a future London 

where democracy is dead; of a London ruled by the Jews; of lava eruptions 

that flood the Thames Valley with a steaming death; of a lethal and 

penetrating fog that creeps over the city; of an violent anarchist attack from 

the air in a giant new type of aircraft; of daring escape over the glittering 

roofs of the future city;  and of an engulfing tidal wave that surges down the 

Thames.  And, of course, some of the key early parts of the famous anarcho-

communist utopia of William Morris, News from Nowhere. 

  What follows are some suggestions for future reading.  There are general 

studies of speculative disaster and post-apocalyptic novels, such as Terminal 

Visions: the literature of last things (1982), and studies of British utopian 

   T 
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literature such as Utopian Fantasy: A study of English utopian fiction since the 

end of the nineteenth century (1955).   

   Attacks on London from the air are covered in Winged Warfare: The 

Literature and Theory of Aerial Warfare in Britain, 1859-1917 (1992), and in 

the survey Attack on London: disaster, rebellion, riot, terror and war (2009).   

   Those seeking further scholarly reading on British literature may like to 

consult Anticipations: essays on early science fiction and its precursors (Ed.  David 

Seed), which contains the chapter “From Mary Shelley to the War of the 

Worlds: the Thames Valley catastrophe” by Patrick Parrinder.  An essay by 

British science fiction writer Brian Stableford, on “The Purple Cloud” can be 

found in his Jaunting on the Scoriac Tempests and Other Essays on Fantastic 

Literature (2009).  I have only been able to locate one Ph.D. thesis, The Last 

Man: A Study of the Eschatological Theme in English Poetry and Fiction from 

1809 through 1839 (Duke University, 1966) —  this appears to remain 

unpublished.   

   There is also an open access ejournal:  Literary London: interdisciplinary 

studies in the representation of London, which has a small number of articles 

relevant to the topic. 
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from AFTER LONDON; or, Wild England (1885), by 

Richard Jefferies 

 

 

HE OLD MEN SAY their fathers told them that soon after 

the fields were left to themselves a change began to be visible.  

It became green everywhere in the first spring, after London 

ended, so that all the country looked alike. 

   The meadows were green, and so was the rising wheat which had been 

sown, but which neither had nor would receive any further care.  Such arable 

fields as had not been sown, but where the last stubble had been ploughed 

up, were overrun with couch-grass, and where the short stubble had not been 

ploughed, the weeds hid it.  So that there was no place which was not more 

or less green; the footpaths were the greenest of all, for such is the nature of 

grass where it has once been trodden on, and by-and-by, as the summer came 

on, the former roads were thinly covered with the grass that had spread out 

from the margin. 

   In the autumn, as the meadows were not mown, the grass withered as it 

stood, falling this way and that, as the wind had blown it; the seeds dropped, 

and the bennets became a greyish-white, or, where the docks and sorrel were 

thick, a brownish-red.  The wheat, after it had ripened, there being no one to 

reap it, also remained standing, and was eaten by clouds of sparrows, rooks, 

and pigeons, which flocked to it and were undisturbed, feasting at their 

pleasure.  As the winter came on, the crops were beaten down by the storms, 

soaked with rain, and trodden upon by herds of animals. 

   Next summer the prostrate straw of the preceding year was concealed by 

the young green wheat and barley that sprang up from the grain sown by 

dropping from the ears, and by quantities of docks, thistles, oxeye daisies, 

and similar plants.  This matted mass grew up through the bleached straw.  

Charlock, too, hid the rotting roots in the fields under a blaze of yellow 
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flower.  The young spring meadow-grass could scarcely push its way up 

through the long dead grass and bennets of the year previous, but docks and 

thistles, sorrel, wild carrots, and nettles, found no such difficulty. 

   Footpaths were concealed by the second year, but roads could be traced, 

though as green as the sward, and were still the best for walking, because the 

tangled wheat and weeds, and, in the meadows, the long grass, caught the 

feet of those who tried to pass through.  Year by year the original crops of 

wheat, barley, oats, and beans asserted their presence by shooting up, but in 

gradually diminished force, as nettles and coarser plants, such as the wild 

parsnips, spread out into the fields from the ditches and choked them. 

   Aquatic grasses from the furrows and water-carriers extended in the 

meadows, and, with the rushes, helped to destroy or take the place of the 

former sweet herbage.  Meanwhile, the brambles, which grew very fast, had 

pushed forward their prickly runners farther and farther from the hedges till 

they had now reached ten or fifteen yards.  The briars had followed, and the 

hedges had widened to three or four times their first breadth, the fields being 

equally contracted.  Starting from all sides at once, these brambles and briars 

in the course of about twenty years met in the centre of the largest fields. 

   Hawthorn bushes sprang up among them, and, protected by the briars and 

thorns from grazing animals, the suckers of elm-trees rose and flourished.  

Sapling ashes, oaks, sycamores, and horse-chestnuts, lifted their heads.  Of 

old time the cattle would have eaten off the seed leaves with the grass so soon 

as they were out of the ground, but now most of the acorns that were 

dropped by birds, and the keys that were wafted by the wind, twirling as they 

floated, took root and grew into trees.  By this time the brambles and briars 

had choked up and blocked the former roads, which were as impassable as 

the fields. 

   No fields, indeed, remained, for where the ground was dry, the thorns, 

briars, brambles, and saplings already mentioned filled the space, and these 

thickets and the young trees had converted most part of the country into an 

immense forest.  Where the ground was naturally moist, and the drains had 
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become choked with willow roots, which, when confined in tubes, grow into 

a mass like the brush of a fox, sedges and flags and rushes covered it.  Thorn 

bushes were there, too, but not so tall; they were hung with lichen.  Besides 

the flags and reeds, vast quantities of the tallest cow-parsnips or “gicks” rose 

five or six feet high, and the willow herb with its stout stem, almost as woody 

as a shrub, filled every approach. 

   By the thirtieth year there was not one single open place, the hills only 

excepted, where a man could walk, unless he followed the tracks of wild 

creatures or cut himself a path.  The ditches, of course, had long since 

become full of leaves and dead branches, so that the water which should have 

run off down them stagnated, and presently spread out into the hollow places 

and by the corner of what had once been fields, forming marshes where the 

horsetails, flags, and sedges hid the water. 

   As no care was taken with the brooks, the hatches upon them gradually 

rotted, and the force of the winter rains carried away the weak timbers, 

flooding the lower grounds, which became swamps of larger size.  The dams, 

too, were drilled by water-rats, and the streams percolating through, slowly 

increased the size of these tunnels till the structure burst, and the current 

swept on and added to the floods below.  Mill-dams stood longer, but, as the 

ponds silted up, the current flowed round and even through the mill-houses, 

which, going by degrees to ruin, were in some cases undermined till they fell. 

   Everywhere the lower lands adjacent to the streams had become marshes, 

some of them extending for miles in a winding line, and occasionally 

spreading out to a mile in breadth.  This was particularly the case where 

brooks and streams of some volume joined the rivers, which were also 

blocked and obstructed in their turn, and the two, overflowing, covered the 

country around; for the rivers brought down trees and branches, timbers 

floated from the shore, and all kinds of similar materials, which grounded in 

the shallows or caught against snags, and formed huge piles where there had 

been weirs. 
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   Sometimes, after great rains, these piles swept away the timbers of the weir, 

driven by the irresistible power of the water, and then in its course the flood, 

carrying the balks before it like battering rams, cracked and split the bridges 

of solid stone which the ancients had built.  These and the iron bridges 

likewise were overthrown, and presently quite disappeared, for the very 

foundations were covered with the sand and gravel silted up. 

   Thus, too, the sites of many villages and towns that anciently existed along 

the rivers, or on the lower lands adjoining, were concealed by the water and 

the mud it brought with it.  The sedges and reeds that arose completed the 

work and left nothing visible, so that the mighty buildings of olden days were 

by these means utterly buried.  And, as has been proved by those who have 

dug for treasures, in our time the very foundations are deep beneath the 

earth, and not to be got at for the water that oozes into the shafts that they 

have tried to sink through the sand and mud banks. 

   From an elevation, therefore, there was nothing visible but endless forest 

and marsh.  On the level ground and plains the view was limited to a short 

distance, because of the thickets and the saplings which had now become 

young trees.  The downs only were still partially open, yet it was not 

convenient to walk upon them except in the tracks of animals, because of the 

long grass which, being no more regularly grazed upon by sheep, as was once 

the case, grew thick and tangled.  Furze, too, and heath covered the slopes, 

and in places vast quantities of fern.  There had always been copses of fir and 

beech and nut-tree covers, and these increased and spread, while bramble, 

briar, and hawthorn extended around them. 

   By degrees the trees of the vale seemed as it were to invade and march up 

the hills, and, as we see in our time, in many places the downs are hidden 

altogether with a stunted kind of forest.  But all the above happened in the 

time of the first generation. 
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   Mounds of earth are said to still exist in the woods, which originally 

formed the roads for these machines, but they are now so low, and so covered 

with thickets, that nothing can be learnt from them; and, indeed, though I 

have heard of their existence, I have never seen one.  Great holes were made 

through the very hills for the passage of the iron chariot, but they are now 

blocked by the falling roofs, nor dare any one explore such parts as may yet 

be open.  Where are the wonderful structures with which the men of those 

days were lifted to the skies, rising above the clouds?  These marvellous 

things are to us little more than fables of the giants and of the old gods that 

walked upon the earth, which were fables even to those whom we call the 

ancients. 

 

   During his advance into this region in the canoe he had in fact become 

slowly stupefied by the poisonous vapour he had inhaled.  His mind was 

partly in abeyance; it acted, but only after some time had elapsed.  He now at 

last began to realise his position; the finding of the heap of blackened money 

touched a chord of memory.  These skeletons were the miserable relics of 

men who had ventured, in search of ancient treasures, into the deadly 

marshes over the site of the mightiest city of former days.  The deserted and 

utterly extinct city of London was under his feet. 

   He had penetrated into the midst of that dreadful place, of which he had 

heard many a tradition: how the earth was poison, the water poison, the air 

poison, the very light of heaven, falling through such an atmosphere, poison.  

There were said to be places where the earth was on fire and belched forth 

sulphurous fumes, supposed to be from the combustion of the enormous 

stores of strange and unknown chemicals collected by the wonderful people 

of those times.  Upon the surface of the water there was a greenish-yellow 

oil, to touch which was death to any creature; it was the very essence of 

corruption.  Sometimes it floated before the wind, and fragments became 
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attached to reeds or flags far from the place itself.  If a moorhen or duck 

chanced to rub the reed, and but one drop stuck to its feathers, it forthwith 

died.  Of the red water he had not heard, nor of the black, into which he had 

unwittingly sailed. 

   Ghastly beings haunted the site of so many crimes, shapeless monsters, 

hovering by night, and weaving a fearful dance.  Frequently they caught fire, 

as it seemed, and burned as they flew or floated in the air.  Remembering 

these stories, which in part, at least, now seemed to be true, Felix glanced 

aside, where the cloud still kept pace with him, and involuntarily put his 

hands to his ears lest the darkness of the air should whisper some horror of 

old times.  The earth on which he walked, the black earth, leaving 

phosphoric footmarks behind him, was composed of the mouldered bodies of 

millions of men who had passed away in the centuries during which the city 

existed.  He shuddered as he moved; he hastened, yet could not go fast, his 

numbed limbs would not permit him. 

   He dreaded lest he should fall and sleep, and wake no more, like the 

searchers after treasure; treasure which they had found only to lose for ever.  

He looked around, supposing that he might see the gleaming head and 

shoulders of the half-buried giant, of which he recollected he had been told.  

The giant was punished for some crime by being buried to the chest in the 

earth; fire incessantly consumed his head and played about it, yet it was not 

destroyed.  The learned thought, if such a thing really existed, that it must be 

the upper part of an ancient brazen statue, kept bright by the action of acid in 

the atmosphere, and shining with reflected light. 
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WHEN THE NEW ZEALANDER COMES, by Prof.  

Blyde Muddersnook, P.O.Z.A.S. 

(A comic vision of a party of archaeologists from New Zealand, exploring 

and excavating a future London.) 

 

“....When some traveller from New Zealand shall, in the midst of a 

vast solitude, take his stand on a broken arch of London Bridge to 

sketch the ruins of St.  Paul’s.” — Macaulay. 

 

OR SOME YEARS PAST the extraordinary finds of the 

Dr.  Slovak-Bagster of Patagonia had aroused the deepest 

interest in ancient London archaeology.  Certain objects 

which had been acquired by the Auckland National Museum — one believed 

to be an effigy of an English warrior, Arthur Duke (of Wellington), circa 

anno 1850 of the Christian era, and a portion of a curious metal chariot or 

mota-car with a legend, D-468 — have been inspected by thousands of 

Zealanders.  Recollecting that this half-mythical city of Lundun, or 

Londinium, was once the capital of our race, funds to the extent of forty 

thousand pundas were speedily granted by the Zealand National Council for 

the purpose of dispatching a scientific party to England to undertake special 

work of excavation of the site of Lun-dun and the Cockni region in the 

vicinity of the River Thames. 

   To begin with, it may be stated that our party consisted of Colonel Binns 

Smoodle, P.D., S.R., Dr.  Tite Opkins, R.O. (the distinguished architect-

draughtsman, who has already been engaged in excavations at Paris — 

otherwise the Gace City, believed to be the headquarters of the Gaces — and 

Berlin, notable as the home of the Germs or Sheenies), Fellow Mustard Snip 

(the solarist, whose solar prints of ancient Chicago have won him several 

radium medals), and myself. 

   F 
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   We left Auckland fully equipped on the ninth of Thermoso, s.c. 5607, and 

five days later alighted at Lloydville, on the southern coast of the island of 

Wallia, formerly Britain, or Angleland.  From thence we made our way 

northward through the Wallish forests until, after many hardships and 

difficulties, which it is not necessary to recount, we reached the ancient 

village of Suthuk, which is on the edge of the river-bed of the Thames, most 

of which is now reclaimed land planted with cabbages, the export of which 

forms the principal staple of the country. 

   Two of the most enlightened of the inhabitants, who, it is regrettable to 

know, have sunk very low in the scale of intelligence, undertook to guide us 

to the principal spots customarily visited by travellers.  Our first destination 

was the vestiges of the once famous Lun-dun Bridge, mentioned in many 

ancient accounts and in one folk-lore ballad which has come down to us 

beginning, “Lun-dun Bridge is falling down".  Several arches of this structure 

now span the intervening space between the village of Suthuk and the 

extremely picturesque ruins which are visible on the summit of an opposite 

eminence. 

   These ruins are now all that is left of the once famous Cockni cathedral of 

St.  Paul’s.  It was a superb day in early autumn when we halted to survey the 

scene, and my talented friend, Dr.  Tite Opkins, took up his post on one of 

the shattered arches, in order to make a sketch of the ruins.  Another 

colleague, Mr. Mustard Snip, proceeded to make some solar prints of the 

immediate neighbourhood, which is one much haunted by bitterns. 

   After a brief delay, leaving Dr.  Opkins engaged in his congenial task, the 

rest of the party pressed forward and began to make an investigation of the 

remains of this once populous and opulent city at closer quarters.  It is 

difficult for me to describe vividly the general ruin and desolation which now 

pervade this celebrated spot. 

   Several benighted peasants, who, we are told, claim to be the last survivors 

of the tribe of the Cocknies, now began to gather around us, and to offer for 

barter certain objects which they had dug up at various times in the vicinity.    
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I will not undertake to enumerate all these objects, many of which possess 

considerable archeological interest.  Amongst them was a curious and 

complicated instrument, concerning whose use we are not agreed, but which 

corresponds in many particulars to the description which has come down to 

us of an ancient English machine, in which certain characters were impressed 

upon sheets of paper, called a write-typer.  Another was a large brass horn, 

which Colonel Smoodle thought might be the trumpet commonly in use for 

calling members of the Radical or Tory tribes together, but which Dr.  

Opkins believes to be the megaphone attached to an ancient gramophone.  

Several wheels, with dozens of slender spokes, thought to belong to an old 

English machine known as the bicycle, were also brought to us, together with 

curious warped staves tipped with brass and steel, used by the players of the 

long extinct game of golf. 

   We made our way by degrees into the ruins of the cathedral, which now 

afford a singular aspect of picturesque solitude. 

   Having got together a set of workmen, we commenced the labour of 

excavation in the most likely spot, and daily awaited the results with 

eagerness.  After digging down a depth of twenty-nine feet, the pickaxe 

struck a metal substance, which proved to be a bronze statue in an excellent 

state of preservation.  This evidently was part of a sarcophagus, which 

probably enclosed the remains of a hero hitherto supposed to have been 

legendary, an Oriental warrior known in fable as Chinese Gordon.  The 

remains of other statues were unearthed, including the head of a statue 

believed to be that of Joshua Reynolds, or Reynolds Joshua, who, it will be 

remembered, commanded the sun to pause in his flight, in order that he 

might paint it.  We also came across vestiges of a huge musical instrument, 

very much esteemed three or four thousand years ago, and known as the 

organ.  This particular specimen — as Dr.  Schmutz, in his monograph of 

Ancient England, has shown — was considered one of the finest in Great 

Britain, being divided into two parts, one on each side of the choir, with 

connecting mechanism under the choir flooring.  It emitted strange vibrating 
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sounds, sometimes resembling the tones of the human voice and other times 

of thunder. 

   In the course of the next three months a most astonishing collection of 

fragments of statues and of mural decoration rewarded our efforts.  One in 

particular we were desirous of exhuming, in order to confirm the passage 

from the old English chronicler, Macaulay, quoted in Schmutz’s 

monumental work, before the Wallish fog and rainy season known as winter 

set in.  I am glad to be able to report that the tablet in memory of 

Christophorus Wren, the builder of the cathedral, with the inscription 

containing the words, “Lector, si monumentum requiris, circumspice,”was 

brought to light, and has been shipped to old Zealand. 

   It is impossible to convey an idea of the horrors of the Wallish climate at 

this season of the year.  It rendered it impossible for us to continue our 

labours.  Indeed, it is no wonder that this island became gradually 

depopulated in the course of centuries, when its inhabitants had to endure 

such climatic hardships.  Indeed, to one accustomed to the climates of old 

Zealand, Australis, Krugerland, Mapleland, Dai-Nippon, and other parts of 

the world, not to mention Mars and the moon, it is hard to realise how any 

intelligent race of men would consent to continue existence in such a bleak 

island. 

   When we eventually resumed our excavations at St.  Paul’s, we were 

rewarded by coming across what is undoubtedly the once famous lantern 

formerly above the dome.  On the top of the lantern once rested a ball, 

surmounted by a cross, both together weighing three thousand four hundred 

and sixty-two mullia — or, in the system of weights then believed to be in 

vogue, eight thousand nine hundred and sixty pounds.  The ball was six feet 

in diameter, and could hold ten or twelve persons within.  Judge, therefore, 

what must have been the majesty of this structure three thousand years ago!  

Its height was four hundred and eighty peda, or three hundred and sixty-four 

English feet — the scale of measurement being derived from the size of the 

human foot, which was much larger amongst the English people than it is at 

present. 
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   Meanwhile, other workmen were busily engaged in investigations, under 

our direction, in the immediate neighbourhood.  One of these was on the site 

of a building which at one time must have borne the legend in gilt letters 

‘Lyons,’ probably one of those temples mentioned by Dr.  Schmutz, 

frequented by the population of all classes for the consumption of a beverage 

known as tea, or tay.  In the foundation-stone of this building was made a 

memorable discovery, and what has hitherto hardly been believed to exist — 

namely, copies of the daily journals of Lun-dun in the Christian year 1912.  

This find created the utmost excitement amongst scholars throughout the 

civilized world.  It was comparable to the fabled discovery by the antique 

demi-god Napoleon of the so-called Rosetta Stone, which unlocked as if by 

magic the repository of the secrets of the Egyptian past.  The key to the 

whole of these journals or newspapers has not yet been found, but learned 

men are engaged upon them, and no doubt much of great interest will be 

revealed.  One of these printed documents (or newspapers, as they were 

called) bore the title of the Daily Telegraph.  The telegraph was, it will be 

remembered, the instrument for conveying messages from one place to 

another by means of electrical currents passing along wires.  Why the 

newspaper bore this name has not yet been elucidated.  The whole 

document, however, is a mine of great philological value, and contains many 

rare words and phrases not to be found elsewhere.  Another document, 

superscribed Daily Yarn, is an even greater curiosity.  It contains references 

to events which the learned Dr.  Schmutz, Professor Zammer, and others 

declare could not possibly ever have happened, and is therefore supposed to 

have been the joint composition of talented fabulists, whose little tales appear 

to have enjoyed a wide popularity three thousand years ago.  A specimen of 

the picture papers of the period was also found, exhibiting on either side of 

the leaf bizarre reproductios in black ink of current episodes, some of them 

very instructive and entertaining, although difficult to connect with human 

life at any period of the world’s history. 

   Not far distant from St.  Paul’s are the ruins of the ancient fortress and 

gloomy State prison of Lun-dun, once held to be historically the most 
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interesting spot in Angleland.  It was called the Tower, and was built by one 

William, surnamed the Conqueror.  The chapel of St.  John, which was once 

situated on the second floor of the structure, had long disappeared; but at a 

depth of fifty feet its massive pillars and cubical capitols, its wide triforium, 

its apse, its ruined arches, and its barrel-vaulted ceiling were unearthed by the 

excavators.  A great deal of armour was also found — that is, a kind of steel 

clothing — which is supposed to have been worn by the famous personages 

of Angleland’s mightiest period — Asquith, Lloyd George, Churchill, and 

others — to protect them effectually against the assaults of their enemies. 

   From the Tower we eventually proceeded along the banks of the river to a 

temple of even greater renown, no less than the Westminster Abbey of 

English legend.  This famous structure, to which the name of Walhalla has 

been applied, stands on low ground on the left bank, overgrown with thorns 

and surrounded by a marsh.  The Abbey formerly contained numerous Royal 

burial vaults and a long series of monuments to celebrated men.  Interment 

within these walls was held to the last and greatest honour which the nation 

could bestow on the most illustrious of her sons.  It was also the place where 

the English Kings and Queens were crowned, with great pomp.  Alas, what 

is left of this glory to-day?  A picturesque and venerable ruin which the piety 

of one of the Cockni tribes, after great labour, exposed over a century ago to 

the light.  It is with feelings almost too deep for words that we pass the site 

of the nave, chancel, and cloister, and remember the scenes doubtless enacted 

here thousands of years ago.  At first, we encountered some difficulty in 

commencing our operations, owing to the prejudice of some of the natives, 

but when our intentions were finally explained to them and several had been 

sufficiently bribed, we were allowed to continue the work.  After removing 

some six million cubic peda of rubbish, which was carted away, we came 

across a marble effigy, which has been identified as that of the statesman 

William Pitt, in the company of two other figures, one representing History 

listening to his words, and the other Anarchy in chains.  These highly 

interesting specimens of the sculpture of old Angleland in its prime have 

been presented by our Government to the President of Siberia. 
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    One of the conclusions resulting from our excavations at Westminster was 

the exposure of the fallacy that only great men were buried in the Abbey, for 

we came across numerous vaults of persons not mentioned in Schmutz’s lists.  

Several of them have since been shown to be persons of small consequence: 

John Blow, who played the organ at one time; Elizabeth Warren, widow of a 

Bishop William Thynne; John Ernest Grabb; Thomas Shadwell, the poet; 

Peter Brown, aged seven years; Esme Stuart, aged ten; Aphra Behn, a lady 

who wrote shilling shockers (as certain light romances were then called); 

Suzanna Davidson, daughter of a rich merchant of Rotterdam, and other 

celebrities of that stamp. 

We succeeded in exhuming large fragments of a most extraordinary piece 

of sculpture, which at first we supposed must be that of some great monarch, 

statesman, or warrior.  It represented Death emerging from a tomb and 

launching his dart at a lady in the act of dying, while her husband tries to 

ward off the attack.  This striking work was, however, shown to 

commemorate the memory of a Mr.  and Mrs.  Bird, of whom nothing is 

known except that they conducted a very successful drapery establishment 

somewhere near the Via Oxford. 

We left a large party at work busily restoring Westminster Abbey, so that it 

yet may present some notion of its former greatness.  But at present funds are 

sorely lacking for the purpose, inasmuch as the municipality of Lloydville has 

failed to grant the money we had hoped for. 

Closely adjacent to the Abbey are the imposing ruins of the Gothic temple 

of Parliament, which was dedicated to St.  Stephen.  Here was where the 

statesmen, orators, and politicians assembled by hundreds daily, thousands of 

years ago.  Fragments of their debates may be read in Schmutz, and excite in 

us now the utmost astonishment that the affairs of a great nation should have 

been conducted in such a manner.  Excavations on this site have yielded 

many finds of antiquarian interest, amongst them being a small iron box, 

upon which the initials ‘F.E.S.’ are still visible.  When this box was broken 

open several sheets of paper were found, still in a state of good preservation.  

One of these sheets was headed, ‘Mems for the Day.  Give Winston beans.  



 

   21 

No warrant for barriers.  Disgraceful arrogance of power,’ etc., the exact 

significance of which has so far escaped our scholiasts. 

But, great as was the interest which these magnificent ruins aroused in us, 

there were some who were filled with a greater fervour at the thought of 

bringing to light some relics of that world-famous library and archaeological 

collection known as the British Museum. 

Making our way thither, across fields covered with undergrowth and small 

timber, with occasional woodmen’s cottages, we came to the northern side of 

what was once the road running between Lun-dun and Oxford, and the relics 

of a once stately pile.  This building is said to date back to the first half of the 

nineteenth century of the Christian era, and was built by two brothers named 

Smirke.  Within it was gathered an enormous collection of printed books, 

manuscripts, prints, and drawings, antiquities, coins, and medals.  What is 

now left of all this wealth?  Bats and swallows now circle about what was 

once the great reading room, and moss and ivy cover a great part of the ruins.  

It is said that pigeons once resorted here in large numbers, and tales are 

related which seem to us now incredible. 

Several highly interesting finds were made in this vicinity.  It must be 

remembered that the average difference of level between the ancient site of 

Lun-dun and the modern village is seventy-two feet.  This corresponds to 

the difference of level which was found between the ancient and later Rome, 

as recorded in phonograph discs dating about the year 2000.  For instance, 

we are told that a pedestal inscribed with the name of Naeratius Cerialis, 

formerly in the inner courtyard in the House of Vestsls in the Forurn, was 

found perpendicular and intact at this depth.  At a depth of nearly eighty feet 

we came across portions of the inscription which formerly ran around the top 

of the reading-room, inscribed with such names as ‘Tennyson,’ 

‘Wordsworth,’ and ‘Milton,’ who are believed to have been poets of that 

period, but whose writings have not come down to us. 

We are told that in the reign of the fifth George the Courts of Law were 

regarded as one of the most imposing structures of the capital.  Here 
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foregathered all the professors of that mysterious system called Law in 

ancient times — Chief justices, judges, barristers, solicitors, and other of the 

strange hierarchy long since obsolete.  The halls in which they plied their 

calling have almost disappeared, and only a couple of venerable towers 

remain.  Beneath the tons of stone, brick, and other debris it is believed 

much of archaeological interest is buried, which persistent excavation will 

bring to light. 

   Altogether the impression made upon us was one of admiration mingled 

with awe and wonder at these monuments of a past civilization.  No doubt it 

seemed to the inhabitants of ancient Angleland and their mighty city of Lun-

dun, whose ardent and enterprising spirits roamed through the world, 

founding colonies and establishing an opulent empire, that they would escape 

the fate which had overtaken Assyria, Egypt, Greece, and Rome, that the 

solidity of their structures would baffle the tooth of Time.  But, although 

they have thus passed away and left nothing but these relics to attest their 

former magnificence and glory, yet the English people doubtless played their 

part in hastening on the ultimate civilization and beautification of the world 

and adjacent planets which we to-day witness. 

   As a result of the unofficial reports made by our party and widely circulated 

by the news-cylinders throughout Zealand, large numbers of tourists 

instantly began to flock to Wallia.  From Lloydville they proceeded with 

guides to the site of Lun-dun, where all the ruins I have here enumerated 

were pointed out to their admiring eyes.  Indeed, there are few places which 

promise greater attractions for a summer holiday than the ruins of ancient 

Lun-dun, although the Zealand public should be warned against purchasing 

relics offered to them by unscrupulous persons.  Only the other day the hilt 

of a sword (which, we may point out, was an implement once actually used 

for shedding human blood) was sold at a high price, on the ground of its 

having once been possessed by one Kitchener, a renowned English soldyar of 

the latter part of the second Christian millenary.  As Dr.  Schmutz has 

clearly proved, this Kitchener was a wholly mythical personage, who figures 



 

   23 

in the Victorian fables, and is mentioned together with another legendary 

hero, Bobs, in the epic verse of the English bard, Kip-Ling. 
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from THE TIME MACHINE, by H.G.  Wells 

(The Inventor travels through time from his house in London, using his 

newly invented time machine, and finds himself at the same spot in the year 

80,2701 A.D.). 

 

 

HE CALM of evening was upon the world as I emerged 

from the great hall, and the scene was lit by the warm glow 

of the setting sun.  At first things were very confusing.  

Everything was so entirely different from the world I had known — even the 

flowers.  The big building I had left was situated on the slope of a broad river 

valley, but the Thames had shifted perhaps a mile from its present position.  

I resolved to mount to the summit of a crest, perhaps a mile and a half away, 

from which I could get a wider view of this our planet in the year Eight 

Hundred and Two Thousand Seven Hundred and One A.D.  For that, I 

should explain, was the date the little dials of my machine recorded. 

   As I walked I was watching for every impression that could possibly help to 

explain the condition of ruinous splendour in which I found the world — for 

ruinous it was.  A little way up the hill, for instance, was a great heap of 

granite, bound together by masses of aluminium, a vast labyrinth of 

precipitous walls and crumpled heaps, amidst which were thick heaps of very 

beautiful pagoda-like plants-nettles possibly — but wonderfully tinted with 

brown about the leaves, and incapable of stinging.  It was evidently the 

derelict remains of some vast structure, to what end built I could not 

determine.  It was here that I was destined, at a later date, to have a very 

strange experience — the first intimation of a still stranger discovery — but 

of that I will speak in its proper place. 

   Looking round with a sudden thought, from a terrace on which I rested for 

a while, I realised that there were no small houses to be seen.  Apparently the 

single house, and possibly even the household, had vanished.  Here and there 

among the greenery were palace-like buildings, but the house and the 

   T 
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cottage, which form such characteristic features of our own English 

landscape, had disappeared.  [...] my attention was attracted by a pretty little 

structure, like a well under a cupola.  I thought in a transitory way of the 

oddness of wells still existing, and then resumed the thread of my 

speculations.  There were no large buildings towards the top of the hill, and 

as my walking powers were evidently miraculous, I was presently left alone 

for the first time.  With a strange sense of freedom and adventure I pushed 

on up to the crest. 

   There I found a seat of some yellow metal that I did not recognize, 

corroded in places with a kind of pinkish rust and half smothered in soft 

moss, the arm-rests cast and filed into the resemblance of griffins’ heads.  I 

sat down on it, and I surveyed the broad view of our old world under the 

sunset of that long day.  It was as sweet and fair a view as I have ever seen.  

The sun had already gone below the horizon and the west was flaming gold, 

touched with some horizontal bars of purple and crimson.  Below was the 

valley of the Thames, in which the river lay like a band of burnished steel.  I 

have already spoken of the great palaces dotted about among the variegated 

greenery, some in ruins and some still occupied.  Here and there rose a white 

or silvery figure in the waste garden of the earth, here and there came the 

sharp vertical line of some cupola or obelisk.  There were no hedges, no signs 

of proprietary rights, no evidences of agriculture; the whole earth had become 

a garden.  [...] The air was free from gnats, the earth from weeds or fungi; 

everywhere were fruits and sweet and delightful flowers; brilliant butterflies 

flew hither and thither.  The ideal of preventive medicine was attained.  

Diseases had been stamped out.  I saw no evidence of any contagious diseases 

during all my stay.  And I shall have to tell you later that even the processes 

of putrefaction and decay had been profoundly affected by these changes. 

Social triumphs, too, had been effected.  I saw mankind housed in splendid 

shelters, gloriously clothed, and as yet I had found them engaged in no toil.  

There were no signs of struggle, neither social nor economical struggle.  The 

shop, the advertisement, traffic, all that commerce which constitutes the 

body of our world, was gone.  It was natural on that golden evening that I 
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should jump at the idea of a social paradise.  The difficulty of increasing 

population had been met, I guessed, and population had ceased to increase. 

But with this change in condition comes inevitably adaptations to the 

change.  [...] I thought of the physical slightness of the people, their lack of 

intelligence, and those big abundant ruins, and it strengthened my belief in a 

perfect conquest of Nature.  For after the battle comes Quiet.  Humanity had 

been strong, energetic, and intelligent, and had used all its abundant vitality 

to alter the conditions under which it lived.  And now came the reaction of 

the altered conditions. 

 

   Everything was so entirely different from the world I had known — even 

the flowers.  The big building I had left was situated on the slope of a broad 

river valley, but the Thames had shifted perhaps a mile from its present 

position.  I resolved to mount to the summit of a crest, perhaps a mile and a 

half away, from which I could get a wider view of this our planet in the year 

Eight Hundred and Two Thousand Seven Hundred and One A.D.  For 

that, I should explain, was the date the little dials of my machine recorded. 

As I walked I was watching for every impression that could possibly help to 

explain the condition of ruinous splendour in which I found the world—for 

ruinous it was.  A little way up the hill, for instance, was a great heap of 

granite, bound together by masses of aluminium, a vast labyrinth of 

precipitous walls and crumpled heaps, amidst which were thick heaps of very 

beautiful pagoda-like plants — nettles possibly — but wonderfully tinted 

with brown about the leaves, and incapable of stinging.  It was evidently the 

derelict remains of some vast structure, to what end built I could not 

determine.  It was here that I was destined, at a later date, to have a very 

strange experience — the first intimation of a still stranger discovery — but 

of that I will speak in its proper place. 
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   Looking round with a sudden thought, from a terrace on which I rested for 

a while, I realized that there were no small houses to be seen.  Apparently the 

single house, and possibly even the household, had vanished.  Here and there 

among the greenery were palace-like buildings, but the house and the 

cottage, which form such characteristic features of our own English 

landscape, had disappeared. […] 

 

   While I was musing upon these things, my attention was attracted by a 

pretty little structure, like a well under a cupola.  I thought in a transitory way 

of the oddness of wells still existing, and then resumed the thread of my 

speculations.  There were no large buildings towards the top of the hill, and 

as my walking powers were evidently miraculous, I was presently left alone 

for the first time.  With a strange sense of freedom and adventure I pushed 

on up to the crest. 

   There I found a seat of some yellow metal that I did not recognize, 

corroded in places with a kind of pinkish rust and half smothered in soft 

moss, the arm-rests cast and filed into the resemblance of griffins' heads.  I 

sat down on it, and I surveyed the broad view of our old world under the 

sunset of that long day.  It was as sweet and fair a view as I have ever seen.  

The sun had already gone below the horizon and the west was flaming gold, 

touched with some horizontal bars of purple and crimson.  Below was the 

valley of the Thames, in which the river lay like a band of burnished steel.  I 

have already spoken of the great palaces dotted about among the variegated 

greenery, some in ruins and some still occupied.  Here and there rose a white 

or silvery figure in the waste garden of the earth, here and there came the 

sharp vertical line of some cupola or obelisk.  There were no hedges, no signs 

of proprietary rights, no evidences of agriculture; the whole earth had become 

a garden. 
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from THE NAPOLEON OF NOTTING HILL, by G.K.  

Chesterton 

(Published in 1904, a novel set in the London of 1984) 

 

 

ERY FEW WORDS are needed to explain why London, a 

hundred years hence, will be very like it is now [...] And 

[yet] some things did change.  Things that were not much 

thought of dropped out of sight.  Things that had not often happened did 

not happen at all.  Thus, for instance, the actual physical force ruling the 

country, the soldiers and police, grew smaller and smaller, and at last 

vanished almost to a point.  The people combined could have swept the few 

policemen away in ten minutes: they did not, because they did not believe it 

would do them the least good.  They had lost faith in revolutions. 

   Democracy was dead; for no one minded the governing class governing.  

England was now practically a despotism, but not an hereditary one.  Some 

one in the official class was made King.  No one cared how: no one cared 

who.  He was merely an universal secretary. 

   In this manner it happened that everything in London was very quiet.  

That vague and somewhat depressed reliance upon things happening as they 

have always happened, which is with all Londoners a mood, had become an 

assumed condition.  There was really no reason for any man doing anything 

but the thing he had done the day before. 

 

   The peculiarity of [the book] “Hymns on the Hill” was the celebration of 

the poetry of London as distinct from the poetry of the country.  This 

sentiment or affectation was, of course, not uncommon in the twentieth 
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century, nor was it, although sometimes exaggerated, and sometimes 

artificial, by any means without a great truth at its root, for there is one 

respect in which a town must be more poetical than the country, since it is 

closer to the spirit of man; for London, if it be not one of the masterpieces of 

man, is at least one of his sins.  A street is really more poetical than a 

meadow, because a street has a secret.  A street is going somewhere, and a 

meadow nowhere.  [...] “Hymns on the Hill” was not at all like the poems 

originally published in praise of the poetry of London.  And the reason was 

that it was really written by a man who had seen nothing else but London, 

and who regarded it, therefore, as the universe.  It was written by a raw, red-

headed lad of seventeen, named Adam Wayne, who had been born in 

Notting Hill.  An accident in his seventh year prevented his being taken 

away to the seaside, and thus his whole life had been passed in his own Pump 

Street, and in its neighbourhood.  And the consequence was, that he saw the 

street-lamps as things quite as eternal as the stars; the two fires were 

mingled.  He saw the houses as things enduring, like the mountains, and so 

he wrote about them as one would write about mountains.  Nature puts on a 

disguise when she speaks to every man; to this man she put on the disguise of 

Notting Hill.  Nature would mean to a poet born in the Cumberland hills, a 

stormy sky-line and sudden rocks.  Nature would mean to a poet born in the 

Essex flats, a waste of splendid waters and splendid sunsets.  So nature meant 

to this man Wayne a line of violet roofs and lemon lamps, the chiaroscuro of 

the town.  He did not think it clever or funny to praise the shadows and 

colours of the town; he had seen no other shadows or colours, and so he 

praised them-because they were shadows and colours.  [...] He was a genuine 

natural mystic, one of those who live on the border of fairyland.  But he was 

perhaps the first to realise how often the boundary of fairyland runs through 

a crowded city. 
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from THE NAVAL TREATY, by Arthur Conan Doyle 

(A Sherlock Holmes story.  Board schools were new progressive schools set 

up after Forster’s Education Act in 1870, in which new locally-controlled 

schools could be set up to build and run their own schools — schools in 

which religious teaching was strictly curtailed.) 

 

 

r.  JOSEPH HARRISON drove us down to the station, 

and we were soon whirling up in a Portsmouth train.  

Holmes was sunk in profound thought, and hardly 

opened his mouth until we had passed Clapham Junction. 

   “It’s a very cheery thing to come into London by any of these lines which 

run high, and allow you to look down upon the houses like this.” 

   I thought he [Sherlock Holmes] was joking, for the view was sordid 

enough, but he soon explained himself. 

   “Look at those big, isolated clumps of building rising up above the slates, 

like brick islands in a lead-coloured sea.” 

   “The board-schools.” 

   “Light-houses, my boy!  Beacons of the future!  Capsules with hundreds of 

bright little seeds in each, out of which will spring the wise, better England 

of the future.” 
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from THE MODERN UTOPIA by H.G.  Wells 

 

 

 

ONDON will be the first Utopian city centre we shall see.  

We shall find ourselves there with not a little amazement.  

It will be our first experience of the swift long distance 

travel of Utopia, and I have an idea-I know not why-that we should make 

the journey by night.  Perhaps I think so because the ideal of long-distance 

travel is surely a restful translation less suitable for the active hours. 

We shall dine and gossip and drink coffee at the pretty little tables under 

the lantern-lit trees, we shall visit the theatre, and decide to sup in the train, 

and so come at last to the station.  There we shall find pleasant rooms with 

seats and books-luggage all neatly elsewhere-and doors that we shall imagine 

give upon a platform.  Our cloaks and hats and such-like outdoor 

impedimenta will be taken in the hall and neatly labelled for London, we 

shall exchange our shoes for slippers there, and we shall sit down like men in 

a club.  An officious little bell will presently call our attention to a label 

“London” on the doorway, and an excellent phonograph will enforce that 

notice with infinite civility.  The doors will open, and we shall walk through 

into an equally comfortable gallery. 

“Where is the train for London?” We shall ask a uniformed fellow Utopian. 

“This is the train for London,”he will say. 

There will be a shutting of doors, and the botanist and I, trying not to feel 

too childish, will walk exploring through the capacious train. 

The resemblance to a club will strike us both.  “A good club,”the botanist 

will correct me. 

When one travels beyond a certain speed, there is nothing but fatigue in 

looking out of a window, and this corridor train, twice the width of its poor 
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terrestrial brother, will have no need of that distraction.  The simple device of 

abandoning any but a few windows, and those set high, gives the wall space 

of the long corridors to books; the middle part of the train is indeed a 

comfortable library with abundant armchairs and couches, each with its 

green-shaded light, and soft carpets upon the soundproof floor.  Further on 

will be a news-room, with a noiseless but busy tape at one corner, printing off 

messages from the wires by the wayside, and further still, rooms for gossip 

and smoking, a billiard room, and the dining car.  Behind we shall come to 

bedrooms, bathrooms, the hairdresser, and so forth. 

“When shall we start?” I ask presently, as we return, rather like bashful 

yokels, to the library, and the old gentleman reading the Arabian Nights in 

the armchair in the corner glances up at me with a sudden curiosity. 

The botanist touches my arm and nods towards a pretty little lead-paned 

window, through which we see a village sleeping under cloudy moonlight go 

flashing by.  Then a skylit lake, and then a string of swaying lights, gone with 

the leap of a camera shutter. 

Two hundred miles an hour! 

We resort to a dignified Chinese steward and secure our berths.  It is 

perhaps terrestrial of us that we do not think of reading the Utopian 

literature that lines the middle part of the train.  I find a bed of the simple 

Utopian pattern, and lie for a time thinking-quite tranquilly-of this 

marvellous adventure. 

I wonder why it is that to lie securely in bed, with the light out, seems ever 

the same place, wherever in space one may chance to be?  And asleep, there is 

no space for us at all.  I become drowsy and incoherent and metaphysical.... 

The faint and fluctuating drone of the wheels below the car, re-echoed by 

the flying track, is more perceptible now, but it is not unpleasantly loud, 

merely a faint tinting of the quiet.... 

No sea crossing breaks our journey; there is nothing to prevent a Channel 

tunnel in that other planet; and I wake in London. 
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The train has been in London some time when I awake, for these 

marvellous Utopians have discovered that it is not necessary to bundle out 

passengers from a train in the small hours, simply because they have arrived.  

A Utopian train is just a peculiar kind of hotel corridor that flies about the 

earth while one sleeps. 

How will a great city of Utopia strike us? 

To answer that question well one must needs be artist and engineer, and I 

am neither.  Moreover, one must employ words and phrases that do not exist, 

for this world still does not dream of the things that may be done with 

thought and steel, when the engineer is sufficiently educated to be an artist, 

and the artistic intelligence has been quickened to the accomplishment of an 

engineer.  How can one write of these things for a generation which rather 

admires that inconvenient and gawky muddle of ironwork and Flemish 

architecture, the London Tower Bridge.  When before this, temerarious 

anticipators have written of the mighty buildings that might someday be, the 

illustrator has blended with the poor ineffectual splutter of the author’s 

words, his powerful suggestion that it amounted simply to something 

bulbous, florid and fluent in the vein of the onion, and L’Art Nouveau.  But 

here, it may be, the illustrator will not intervene. 

Art has scarcely begun in the world. 

There have been a few forerunners and that is all.  Leonardo, Michael 

Angelo; how they would have exulted in the liberties of steel!  There are no 

more pathetic documents in the archives of art than Leonardo’s memoranda.  

In these, one sees him again and again reaching out as it were, with empty 

desirous hands, towards the unborn possibilities of the engineer.  And Durer, 

too, was a Modern, with the same turn towards creative invention.  In our 

times these men would have wanted to make viaducts, to bridge wild and 

inaccessible places, to cut and straddle great railways athwart the mountain 

masses of the world.  You can see, time after time, in Durer’s work, as you 

can see in the imaginary architectural landscape of the Pompeian walls, the 
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dream of structures, lighter and bolder than stone or brick can yield....  These 

Utopian town buildings will be the realisation of such dreams. 

Here will be one of the great meeting places of mankind.  Here — I speak 

of Utopian London — will be the traditional centre of one of the great races 

in the commonalty of the World State-and here will be its social and 

intellectual exchange.  There will be a mighty University here, with 

thousands of professors and tens of thousands of advanced students, and here 

great journals of thought and speculation, mature and splendid books of 

philosophy and science, and a glorious fabric of literature will be woven and 

shaped, and with a teeming leisureliness, put forth.  Here will be stupendous 

libraries, and a mighty organisation of museums.  About these centres will 

cluster a great swarm of people, and close at hand will be another centre, for I 

who am an Englishman must needs stipulate that Westminster shall still be a 

seat of world Empire, one of several seats, if you will-where the ruling 

council of the world assembles.  Then the arts will cluster round this city, as 

gold gathers about wisdom, and here Englishmen will weave into wonderful 

prose and beautiful rhythms and subtly atmospheric forms, the intricate, 

austere and courageous imagination of our race. 

One will come into this place as one comes into a noble mansion.  They 

will have flung great arches and domes of glass above the wider spaces of the 

town, the slender beauty of the perfect metal-work far overhead will be 

softened to a fairy-like unsubstantiality by the mild London air.  It will be 

the London air we know, clear of filth and all impurity, the same air that 

gives our October days their unspeakable clarity and makes every London 

twilight mysteriously beautiful.  We shall go along avenues of architecture 

that will be emancipated from the last memories of the squat temple boxes of 

the Greek, the buxom curvatures of Rome; the Goth in us will have taken to 

steel and countless new materials as kindly as once he took to stone.  The gay 

and swiftly moving platforms of the public ways will go past on either hand, 

carrying sporadic groups of people, and very speedily we shall find ourselves 

in a sort of central space, rich with palms and flowering bushes and statuary.  

We shall look along an avenue of trees, down a wide gorge between the cliffs 
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of crowded hotels, the hotels that are still glowing with internal lights, to 

where the shining morning river streams dawnlit out to sea. 

Great multitudes of people will pass softly to and fro in this central space, 

beautiful girls and youths going to the University classes that are held in the 

stately palaces about us, grave and capable men and women going to their 

businesses, children meandering along to their schools, holiday makers, 

lovers, setting out upon a hundred quests; and here we shall ask for the two 

we more particularly seek.  A graceful little telephone kiosk will put us within 

reach of them, and with a queer sense of unreality I shall find myself talking 

to my Utopian twin.  He has heard of me, he wants to see me and he gives 

me clear directions how to come to him. 

I wonder if my own voice sounds like that. 

“Yes,” I say, “then I will come as soon as we have been to our hotel.” 

We indulge in no eloquence upon this remarkable occasion.  Yet I feel an 

unusual emotional stir.  I tremble greatly, and the telephonic mouthpiece 

rattles as I replace it. 

And thence the botanist and I walk on to the apartments that have been set 

aside for us, and into which the poor little rolls of the property that has 

accumulated about us in Utopia, our earthly raiment, and a change of linen 

and the like, have already been delivered.  As we go I find I have little to say 

to my companion, until presently I am struck by a transitory wonder that he 

should have so little to say to me. 

 “I can still hardly realise,” I say, “that I am going to see myself-as I might 

have been.” 
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from ANTICIPATIONS, by H.G.  Wells 

 

 

 

F IN ONE HUNDRED YEARS the population of London 

has been multiplied by seven, then in two hundred years— !  

And one proceeds to pack the answer in gigantic tenement 

houses, looming upon colossal roofed streets, provide it with moving ways 

(the only available transit appliances suited to such dense multitudes), and 

develop its manners and morals in accordance with the laws that will always 

prevail amidst over-crowded humanity so long as humanity endures.  The 

picture of this swarming concentrated humanity has some effective 

possibilities, but, unhappily, if, instead of that obvious rule-of-three sum, one 

resorts to an analysis of operating causes, its plausibility crumbles away, and it 

gives place to an altogether different forecast-a forecast, indeed, that is in 

almost violent contrast to the first anticipation.  It is much more probable 

that these coming cities will not be, in the old sense, cities at all; they will 

present a new and entirely different phase of human distribution.  [...] many 

Londoners in the future may abandon the city office altogether, preferring to 

do their business in more agreeable surroundings.  Such a business as book 

publishing, for example, has no unbreakable bonds to keep it in the region of 

high rent and congested streets.  The days when the financial fortunes of 

books depended upon the colloquial support of influential people in a small 

Society are past; neither publishers nor authors as a class have any relation to 

Society at all, and actual access to newspaper offices is necessary only to the 

ranker forms of literary imposture.  That personal intercourse between 

publishers and the miscellaneous race of authors which once justified the 

central position has, I am told, long since ceased.  And the withdrawing 

publishers may very well take with them the printers and binders, and attract 

about them their illustrators and designers....  So, as a typical instance, one 

— now urban — trade may detach itself.  [...] The telephone will almost 
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certainly prove a very potent auxiliary indeed to the forces making for 

diffusion.” 
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THE ENEMY IN OUR MIDST: The Story of a Raid on 

England, by Walter Wood 

(London is transformed, prior to future military invasion, by a clandestine 

infiltration of foreigners.) 

 

ONDON was transformed.  From a noble and orderly 

abode of more than five millions of people, it had become a 

very hell of conflicting hordes.  The vast, overgrown, 

unwieldy city was like a stricken monster, which had been secretly attacked 

by overwhelming enemies, and, for the moment, overcome and stunned ... 

 

   Only half-a-dozen men were present [at the secret German command’s 

meeting in London].  Each was dressed as a workman, and for their present 

purpose the thin disguise was enough.  The leader was Captain Mahler, and 

the other five were also German officers.  They formed what was known, in 

certain high German quarters.  As the Committee of Secret Preparations.  

Their purpose was simple and definite-to make England ready for invasion 

and capture.  The meeting had been in progress for some time.  Mahler and 

Schussler had joined it after leaving the police station. 

    “When we strike, it must be at the heart-and the heart is London?” 

   It was Captain Mahier who spoke; and, as he uttered the words, the weals 

on his face once more became livid.  He spoke confidently, for he knew that 

he was in a dwelling which was as safe a gathering-place as any which could 

have been found in London.  There were no police to watch their 

movements, no detectives to ferret out their objects.  Even they, in a free 

country, aliens all, were as untrammelled as if they had been the native-born 

Englishman whom it was their deliberate purpose to supplant. 

   L 
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   Mahier looked craftily around him, and lowered his voice to a whisper, as 

he continued: “Because of the blindness of these English fools, we have been 

for years draining our country of some of its worst and surplus population, 

and allowing it to settle here in London.  Hints of what has been happening 

have been given to the British Government.  And the British Government 

has sneered and shown contempt, after its ancient custom-has refused to 

believe that it can be possible for aliens in its midst to he secretly armed and 

drilled, that stores of arms and ammunition can be got together, that with 

the machine-like precision of the German Army everything can be mapped 

out like a railway time-table, and the very hour arranged at which the 

opening blow shall be struck!  The hour has come!” 
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from THE WAR OF THE WORLDS, by H.G.  Wells 

(BOOK ONE: CHAPTER FOURTEEN : IN LONDON) 

 

 

Y YOUNGER BROTHER was in London when the 

Martians fell at Woking.  He was a medical student 

working for an imminent examination, and he heard 

nothing of the arrival until Saturday morning.  The morning papers on 

Saturday contained, in addition to lengthy special articles on the planet Mars, 

on life in the planets, and so forth, a brief and vaguely worded telegram, all 

the more striking for its brevity. 

The Martians, alarmed by the approach of a crowd, had killed a number of 

people with a quick-firing gun, so the story ran.  The telegram concluded 

with the words: “Formidable as they seem to be, the Martians have not 

moved from the pit into which they have fallen, and, indeed, seem incapable 

of doing so.  Probably this is due to the relative strength of the earth’s 

gravitational energy.” On that last text their leader-writer expanded very 

comfortingly. 

Of course all the students in the crammer’s biology class, to which my 

brother went that day, were intensely interested, but there were no signs of 

any unusual excitement in the streets.  The afternoon papers puffed scraps of 

news under big headlines.  They had nothing to tell beyond the movements 

of troops about the common, and the burning of the pine woods between 

Woking and Weybridge, until eight.  Then the St.  James’s Gazette, in an 

extra-special edition, announced the bare fact of the interruption of 

telegraphic communication.  This was thought to be due to the falling of 

burning pine trees across the line.  Nothing more of the fighting was known 

that night, the night of my drive to Leatherhead and back. 

My brother felt no anxiety about us, as he knew from the description in the 

papers that the cylinder was a good two miles from my house.  He made up 
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his mind to run down that night to me, in order, as he says, to see the Things 

before they were killed.  He dispatched a telegram, which never reached me, 

about four o’clock, and spent the evening at a music hall. 

In London, also, on Saturday night there was a thunderstorm, and my 

brother reached Waterloo in a cab.  On the platform from which the 

midnight train usually starts he learned, after some waiting, that an accident 

prevented trains from reaching Woking that night.  The nature of the 

accident he could not ascertain; indeed, the railway authorities did not clearly 

know at that time.  There was very little excitement in the station, as the 

officials, failing to realise that anything further than a breakdown between 

Byfleet and Woking junction had occurred, were running the theatre trains 

which usually passed through Woking round by Virginia Water or 

Guildford.  They were busy making the necessary arrangements to alter the 

route of the Southampton and Portsmouth Sunday League excursions.  A 

nocturnal newspaper reporter, mistaking my brother for the traffic manager, 

to whom he bears a slight resemblance, waylaid and tried to interview him.  

Few people, excepting the railway officials, connected the breakdown with 

the Martians. 

I have read, in another account of these events, that on Sunday morning 

“all London was electrified by the news from Woking.” As a matter of fact, 

there was nothing to justify that very extravagant phrase.  Plenty of 

Londoners did not hear of the Martians until the panic of Monday morning.  

Those who did took some time to realise all that the hastily worded 

telegrams in the Sunday papers conveyed.  The majority of people in London 

do not read Sunday papers. 

The habit of personal security, moreover, is so deeply fixed in the 

Londoner’s mind, and startling intelligence so much a matter of course in the 

papers, that they could read without any personal tremors: “About seven 

o’clock last night the Martians came out of the cylinder, and, moving about 

under an armour of metallic shields, have completely wrecked Woking 

station with the adjacent houses, and massacred an entire battalion of the 

Cardigan Regiment.  No details are known.  Maxims have been absolutely 
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useless against their armour; the field guns have been disabled by them.  

Flying hussars have been galloping into Chertsey.  The Martians appear to 

be moving slowly towards Chertsey or Windsor.  Great anxiety prevails in 

West Surrey, and earthworks are being thrown up to check the advance 

Londonward.” That was how the Sunday Sun put it, and a clever and 

remarkably prompt “handbook” article in the Referee compared the affair to 

a menagerie suddenly let loose in a village. 

No one in London knew positively of the nature of the armoured Martians, 

and there was still a fixed idea that these monsters must be sluggish: 

“crawling,” “creeping painfully" — such expressions occurred in almost all the 

earlier reports.  None of the telegrams could have been written by an 

eyewitness of their advance.  The Sunday papers printed separate editions as 

further news came to hand, some even in default of it.  But there was 

practically nothing more to tell people until late in the afternoon, when the 

authorities gave the press agencies the news in their possession.  It was stated 

that the people of Walton and Weybridge, and all the district were pouring 

along the roads Londonward, and that was all. 

My brother went to church at the Foundling Hospital in the morning, still 

in ignorance of what had happened on the previous night.  There he heard 

allusions made to the invasion, and a special prayer for peace.  Coming out, 

he bought a Referee.  He became alarmed at the news in this, and went again 

to Waterloo station to find out if communication were restored.  The 

omnibuses, carriages, cyclists, and innumerable people walking in their best 

clothes seemed scarcely affected by the strange intelligence that the news 

venders were disseminating.  People were interested, or, if alarmed, alarmed 

only on account of the local residents.  At the station he heard for the first 

time that the Windsor and Chertsey lines were now interrupted.  The porters 

told him that several remarkable telegrams had been received in the morning 

from Byfleet and Chertsey stations, but that these had abruptly ceased.  My 

brother could get very little precise detail out of them. 

There’s fighting going on about Weybridge was the extent of their 

information. 
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The train service was now very much disorganised.  Quite a number of 

people who had been expecting friends from places on the South-Western 

network were standing about the station.  One grey-headed old gentleman 

came and abused the South-Western Company bitterly to my brother. “It 

wants showing up,” he said. 

One or two trains came in from Richmond, Putney, and Kingston, 

containing people who had gone out for a day’s boating and found the locks 

closed and a feeling of panic in the air.  A man in a blue and white blazer 

addressed my brother, full of strange tidings. 

There’s hosts of people driving into Kingston in traps and carts and things, 

with boxes of valuables and all that, he said. “They come from Molesey and 

Weybridge and Walton, and they say there’s been guns heard at Chertsey, 

heavy firing, and that mounted soldiers have told them to get off at once 

because the Martians are coming.  We heard guns firing at Hampton Court 

station, but we thought it was thunder.  What the dickens does it all mean? 

The Martians can’t get out of their pit, can they?” 

My brother could not tell him. 

Afterwards he found that the vague feeling of alarm had spread to the 

clients of the underground railway, and that the Sunday excursionists began 

to return from all over the South-Western “lung" — Barnes, Wimbledon, 

Richmond Park, Kew, and so forth — at unnaturally early hours; but not a 

soul had anything more than vague hearsay to tell of.  Everyone connected 

with the terminus seemed ill-tempered. 

About five o’clock the gathering crowd in the station was immensely 

excited by the opening of the line of communication, which is almost 

invariably closed, between the South-Eastern and the South-Western 

stations, and the passage of carriage trucks bearing huge guns and carriages 

crammed with soldiers.  These were the guns that were brought up from 

Woolwich and Chatham to cover Kingston.  There was an exchange of 

pleasantries: “You’ll get eaten!” “We’re the beast-tamers!” and so forth.  A 

little while after that a squad of police came into the station and began to 
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clear the public off the platforms, and my brother went out into the street 

again. 

The church bells were ringing for evensong, and a squad of Salvation Army 

lassies came singing down Waterloo Road.  On the bridge a number of 

loafers were watching a curious brown scum that came drifting down the 

stream in patches.  The sun was just setting, and the Clock Tower and the 

Houses of Parliament rose against one of the most peaceful skies it is possible 

to imagine, a sky of gold, barred with long transverse stripes of reddish-

purple cloud.  There was talk of a floating body.  One of the men there, a 

reservist he said he was, told my brother he had seen the heliograph 

flickering in the west. 

In Wellington Street my brother met a couple of sturdy roughs who had 

just been rushed out of Fleet Street with still-wet newspapers and staring 

placards. “Dreadful catastrophe!” they bawled one to the other down 

Wellington Street. “Fighting at Weybridge! Full description! Repulse of the 

Martians! London in Danger!” He had to give threepence for a copy of that 

paper. 

Then it was, and then only, that he realised something of the full power 

and terror of these monsters.  He learned that they were not merely a handful 

of small sluggish creatures, but that they were minds swaying vast mechanical 

bodies; and that they could move swiftly and smite with such power that even 

the mightiest guns could not stand against them. 

They were described as “vast spiderlike machines, nearly a hundred feet 

high, capable of the speed of an express train, and able to shoot out a beam of 

intense heat.” Masked batteries, chiefly of field guns, had been planted in the 

country about Horsell Common, and especially between the Woking district 

and London.  Five of the machines had been seen moving towards the 

Thames, and one, by a happy chance, had been destroyed.  In the other cases 

the shells had missed, and the batteries had been at once annihilated by the 

Heat-Rays.  Heavy losses of soldiers were mentioned, but the tone of the 

dispatch was optimistic. 
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The Martians had been repulsed; they were not invulnerable.  They had 

retreated to their triangle of cylinders again, in the circle about Woking.  

Signallers with heliographs were pushing forward upon them from all sides.  

Guns were in rapid transit from Windsor, Portsmouth, Aldershot, Woolwich 

— even from the north; among others, long wire-guns of ninety-five tons 

from Woolwich.  Altogether one hundred and sixteen were in position or 

being hastily placed, chiefly covering London.  Never before in England had 

there been such a vast or rapid concentration of military material. 

Any further cylinders that fell, it was hoped, could be destroyed at once by 

high explosives, which were being rapidly manufactured and distributed.  No 

doubt, ran the report, the situation was of the strangest and gravest 

description, but the public was exhorted to avoid and discourage panic.  No 

doubt the Martians were strange and terrible in the extreme, but at the 

outside there could not be more than twenty of them against our millions. 

The authorities had reason to suppose, from the size of the cylinders, that 

at the outside there could not be more than five in each cylinder — fifteen 

altogether.  And one at least was disposed of — perhaps more.  The public 

would be fairly warned of the approach of danger, and elaborate measures 

were being taken for the protection of the people in the threatened 

southwestern suburbs.  And so, with reiterated assurances of the safety of 

London and the ability of the authorities to cope with the difficulty, this 

quasi-proclamation closed. 

This was printed in enormous type on paper so fresh that it was still wet, 

and there had been no time to add a word of comment.  It was curious, my 

brother said, to see how ruthlessly the usual contents of the paper had been 

hacked and taken out to give this place. 

All down Wellington Street people could be seen fluttering out the pink 

sheets and reading, and the Strand was suddenly noisy with the voices of an 

army of hawkers following these pioneers.  Men came scrambling off buses to 

secure copies.  Certainly this news excited people intensely, whatever their 

previous apathy.  The shutters of a map shop in the Strand were being taken 
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down, my brother said, and a man in his Sunday raiment, lemon-yellow 

gloves even, was visible inside the window hastily fastening maps of Surrey to 

the glass. 

Going on along the Strand to Trafalgar Square, the paper in his hand, my 

brother saw some of the fugitives from West Surrey.  There was a man with 

his wife and two boys and some articles of furniture in a cart such as 

greengrocers use.  He was driving from the direction of Westminster Bridge; 

and close behind him came a hay waggon with five or six respectable-looking 

people in it, and some boxes and bundles.  The faces of these people were 

haggard, and their entire appearance contrasted conspicuously with the 

Sabbath-best appearance of the people on the omnibuses.  People in 

fashionable clothing peeped at them out of cabs.  They stopped at the Square 

as if undecided which way to take, and finally turned eastward along the 

Strand.  Some way behind these came a man in workday clothes, riding one 

of those old-fashioned tricycles with a small front wheel.  He was dirty and 

white in the face. 

My brother turned down towards Victoria, and met a number of such 

people.  He had a vague idea that he might see something of me.  He noticed 

an unusual number of police regulating the traffic.  Some of the refugees 

were exchanging news with the people on the omnibuses.  One was 

professing to have seen the Martians. “Boilers on stilts, I tell you, striding 

along like men.” Most of them were excited and animated by their strange 

experience. 

Beyond Victoria the public-houses were doing a lively trade with these 

arrivals.  At all the street corners groups of people were reading papers, 

talking excitedly, or staring at these unusual Sunday visitors.  They seemed to 

increase as night drew on, until at last the roads, my brother said, were like 

Epsom High Street on a Derby Day.  My brother addressed several of these 

fugitives and got unsatisfactory answers from most. 

None of them could tell him any news of Woking except one man, who 

assured him that Woking had been entirely destroyed on the previous night. 
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I come from Byfleet, he said; “man on a bicycle came through the place in 

the early morning, and ran from door to door warning us to come away.  

Then came soldiers.  We went out to look, and there were clouds of smoke 

to the south — nothing but smoke, and not a soul coming that way.  Then 

we heard the guns at Chertsey, and folks coming from Weybridge.  So I’ve 

locked up my house and come on.” 

At the time there was a strong feeling in the streets that the authorities 

were to blame for their incapacity to dispose of the invaders without all this 

inconvenience. 

About eight o’clock a noise of heavy firing was distinctly audible all over 

the south of London.  My brother could not hear it for the traffic in the main 

thoroughfares, but by striking through the quiet back streets to the river he 

was able to distinguish it quite plainly. 

He walked from Westminster to his apartments near Regent’s Park, about 

two.  He was now very anxious on my account, and disturbed at the evident 

magnitude of the trouble.  His mind was inclined to run, even as mine had 

run on Saturday, on military details.  He thought of all those silent, expectant 

guns, of the suddenly nomadic countryside; he tried to imagine “boilers on 

stilts” a hundred feet high. 

There were one or two cartloads of refugees passing along Oxford Street, 

and several in the Marylebone Road, but so slowly was the news spreading 

that Regent Street and Portland Place were full of their usual Sunday-night 

promenaders, albeit they talked in groups, and along the edge of Regent’s 

Park there were as many silent couples “walking out” together under the 

scattered gas lamps as ever there had been.  The night was warm and still, 

and a little oppressive; the sound of guns continued intermittently, and after 

midnight there seemed to be sheet lightning in the south. 

He read and re-read the paper, fearing the worst had happened to me.  He 

was restless, and after supper prowled out again aimlessly.  He returned and 

tried in vain to divert his attention to his examination notes.  He went to bed 

a little after midnight, and was awakened from lurid dreams in the small 
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hours of Monday by the sound of door knockers, feet running in the street, 

distant drumming, and a clamour of bells.  Red reflections danced on the 

ceiling.  For a moment he lay astonished, wondering whether day had come 

or the world gone mad.  Then he jumped out of bed and ran to the window. 

His room was an attic and as he thrust his head out, up and down the 

street there were a dozen echoes to the noise of his window sash, and heads 

in every kind of night disarray appeared.  Enquiries were being shouted. 

“They are coming!” bawled a policeman, hammering at the door; “the 

Martians are coming!” and hurried to the next door. 

The sound of drumming and trumpeting came from the Albany Street 

Barracks, and every church within earshot was hard at work killing sleep with 

a vehement disorderly tocsin.  There was a noise of doors opening, and 

window after window in the houses opposite flashed from darkness into 

yellow illumination. 

Up the street came galloping a closed carriage, bursting abruptly into noise 

at the corner, rising to a clattering climax under the window, and dying away 

slowly in the distance.  Close on the rear of this came a couple of cabs, the 

forerunners of a long procession of flying vehicles, going for the most part to 

Chalk Farm station, where the North-Western special trains were loading 

up, instead of coming down the gradient into Euston. 

For a long time my brother stared out of the window in blank 

astonishment, watching the policemen hammering at door after door, and 

delivering their incomprehensible message.  Then the door behind him 

opened, and the man who lodged across the landing came in, dressed only in 

shirt, trousers, and slippers, his braces loose about his waist, his hair 

disordered from his pillow. 

What the devil is it? he asked. “A fire? What a devil of a row!” 

They both craned their heads out of the window, straining to hear what the 

policemen were shouting.  People were coming out of the side streets, and 

standing in groups at the corners talking. 

What the devil is it all about? said my brother’s fellow lodger. 
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My brother answered him vaguely and began to dress, running with each 

garment to the window in order to miss nothing of the growing excitement.  

And presently men selling unnaturally early newspapers came bawling into 

the street: 

London in danger of suffocation! The Kingston and Richmond defences 

forced! Fearful massacres in the Thames Valley! 

And all about him — in the rooms below, in the houses on each side and 

across the road, and behind in the Park Terraces and in the hundred other 

streets of that part of Marylebone, and the Westbourne Park district and St.  

Pancras, and westward and northward in Kilburn and St.  John’s Wood and 

Hampstead, and eastward in Shoreditch and Highbury and Haggerston and 

Hoxton, and, indeed, through all the vastness of London from Ealing to East 

Ham — people were rubbing their eyes, and opening windows to stare out 

and ask aimless questions, dressing hastily as the first breath of the coming 

storm of Fear blew through the streets.  It was the dawn of the great panic.  

London, which had gone to bed on Sunday night oblivious and inert, was 

awakened, in the small hours of Monday morning, to a vivid sense of danger. 

Unable from his window to learn what was happening, my brother went 

down and out into the street, just as the sky between the parapets of the 

houses grew pink with the early dawn.  The flying people on foot and in 

vehicles grew more numerous every moment. “Black Smoke!” he heard 

people crying, and again “Black Smoke!” The contagion of such a unanimous 

fear was inevitable.  As my brother hesitated on the door-step, he saw 

another news vender approaching, and got a paper forthwith.  The man was 

running away with the rest, and selling his papers for a shilling each as he ran 

— a grotesque mingling of profit and panic. 

And from this paper my brother read that catastrophic dispatch of the 

Commander-in-Chief: 

The Martians are able to discharge enormous clouds of a black and 

poisonous vapour by means of rockets.  They have smothered our batteries, 

destroyed Richmond, Kingston, and Wimbledon, and are advancing slowly 
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towards London, destroying everything on the way.  It is impossible to stop 

them.  There is no safety from the Black Smoke but in instant flight. 

That was all, but it was enough.  The whole population of the great six-

million city was stirring, slipping, running; presently it would be pouring en 

masse northward. 

Black Smoke! the voices cried. “Fire!” 

The bells of the neighbouring church made a jangling tumult, a cart 

carelessly driven smashed, amid shrieks and curses, against the water trough 

up the street.  Sickly yellow lights went to and fro in the houses, and some of 

the passing cabs flaunted unextinguished lamps.  And overhead the dawn was 

growing brighter, clear and steady and calm. 

He heard footsteps running to and fro in the rooms, and up and down 

stairs behind him.  His landlady came to the door, loosely wrapped in 

dressing gown and shawl; her husband followed exclaiming. 

As my brother began to realise the import of all these things, he turned 

hastily to his own room, put all his available money — some ten pounds 

altogether — into his pockets, and went out again into the streets. 

 

 

BOOK TWO : CHAPTER EIGHT: DEAD LONDON 

 

FTER I had parted from the artilleryman, I went down the hill, and 

by the High Street across the bridge to Fulham.  The red weed was 

tumultuous at that time, and nearly choked the bridge roadway; but 

its fronds were already whitened in patches by the spreading disease that 

presently removed it so swiftly. 

A 
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At the corner of the lane that runs to Putney Bridge station I found a man 

lying.  He was as black as a sweep with the black dust, alive, but helplessly 

and speechlessly drunk.  I could get nothing from him but curses and furious 

lunges at my head.  I think I should have stayed by him but for the brutal 

expression of his face. 

There was black dust along the roadway from the bridge onwards, and it 

grew thicker in Fulham.  The streets were horribly quiet.  I got food — sour, 

hard, and mouldy, but quite eatable — in a baker’s shop here.  Some way 

towards Walham Green the streets became clear of powder, and I passed a 

white terrace of houses on fire; the noise of the burning was an absolute 

relief.  Going on towards Brompton, the streets were quiet again. 

Here I came once more upon the black powder in the streets and upon 

dead bodies.  I saw altogether about a dozen in the length of the Fulham 

Road.  They had been dead many days, so that I hurried quickly past them.  

The black powder covered them over, and softened their outlines.  One or 

two had been disturbed by dogs. 

Where there was no black powder, it was curiously like a Sunday in the 

City, with the closed shops, the houses locked up and the blinds drawn, the 

desertion, and the stillness.  In some places plunderers had been at work, but 

rarely at other than the provision and wine shops.  A jeweller’s window had 

been broken open in one place, but apparently the thief had been disturbed, 

and a number of gold chains and a watch lay scattered on the pavement.  I 

did not trouble to touch them.  Farther on was a tattered woman in a heap 

on a doorstep; the hand that hung over her knee was gashed and bled down 

her rusty brown dress, and a smashed magnum of champagne formed a pool 

across the pavement.  She seemed asleep, but she was dead. 

The farther I penetrated into London, the profounder grew the stillness.  

But it was not so much the stillness of death — it was the stillness of 

suspense, of expectation.  At any time the destruction that had already singed 

the northwestern borders of the metropolis, and had annihilated Ealing and 
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Kilburn, might strike among these houses and leave them smoking ruins.  It 

was a city condemned and derelict.… 

In South Kensington the streets were clear of dead and of black powder.  It 

was near South Kensington that I first heard the howling.  It crept almost 

imperceptibly upon my senses.  It was a sobbing alternation of two notes, 

“Ulla, ulla, ulla, ulla,” keeping on perpetually.  When I passed streets that ran 

northward it grew in volume, and houses and buildings seemed to deaden 

and cut it off again.  It came in a full tide down Exhibition Road.  I stopped, 

staring towards Kensington Gardens, wondering at this strange, remote 

wailing.  It was as if that mighty desert of houses had found a voice for its 

fear and solitude. 

Ulla, ulla, ulla, ulla, wailed that superhuman note — great waves of sound 

sweeping down the broad, sunlit roadway, between the tall buildings on each 

side.  I turned northwards, marvelling, towards the iron gates of Hyde Park.  

I had half a mind to break into the Natural History Museum and find my 

way up to the summits of the towers, in order to see across the park.  But I 

decided to keep to the ground, where quick hiding was possible, and so went 

on up the Exhibition Road.  All the large mansions on each side of the road 

were empty and still, and my footsteps echoed against the sides of the houses.  

At the top, near the park gate, I came upon a strange sight — a bus 

overturned, and the skeleton of a horse picked clean.  I puzzled over this for a 

time, and then went on to the bridge over the Serpentine.  The voice grew 

stronger and stronger, though I could see nothing above the housetops on 

the north side of the park, save a haze of smoke to the northwest. 

Ulla, ulla, ulla, ulla, cried the voice, coming, as it seemed to me, from the 

district about Regent’s Park.  The desolating cry worked upon my mind.  

The mood that had sustained me passed.  The wailing took possession of me.  

I found I was intensely weary, footsore, and now again hungry and thirsty. 

It was already past noon.  Why was I wandering alone in this city of the 

dead? Why was I alone when all London was lying in state, and in its black 

shroud? I felt intolerably lonely.  My mind ran on old friends that I had 



 

   53 

forgotten for years.  I thought of the poisons in the chemists’ shops, of the 

liquors the wine merchants stored; I recalled the two sodden creatures of 

despair, who so far as I knew, shared the city with myself…. 

I came into Oxford Street by the Marble Arch, and here again were black 

powder and several bodies, and an evil, ominous smell from the gratings of 

the cellars of some of the houses.  I grew very thirsty after the heat of my 

long walk.  With infinite trouble I managed to break into a public-house and 

get food and drink.  I was weary after eating, and went into the parlour 

behind the bar, and slept on a black horsehair sofa I found there. 

I awoke to find that dismal howling still in my ears, “Ulla, ulla, ulla, ulla.” 

It was now dusk, and after I had routed out some biscuits and a cheese in the 

bar — there was a meat safe, but it contained nothing but maggots — I 

wandered on through the silent residential squares to Baker Street — 

Portman Square is the only one I can name — and so came out at last upon 

Regent’s Park.  And as I emerged from the top of Baker Street, I saw far 

away over the trees in the clearness of the sunset the hood of the Martian 

giant from which this howling proceeded.  I was not terrified.  I came upon 

him as if it were a matter of course.  I watched him for some time, but he did 

not move.  He appeared to be standing and yelling, for no reason that I could 

discover. 

I tried to formulate a plan of action.  That perpetual sound of “Ulla, ulla, 

ulla, ulla,” confused my mind.  Perhaps I was too tired to be very fearful.  

Certainly I was more curious to know the reason of this monotonous crying 

than afraid.  I turned back away from the park and struck into Park Road, 

intending to skirt the park, went along under the shelter of the terraces, and 

got a view of this stationary, howling Martian from the direction of St.  

John’s Wood.  A couple of hundred yards out of Baker Street I heard a 

yelping chorus, and saw, first a dog with a piece of putrescent red meat in his 

jaws coming headlong towards me, and then a pack of starving mongrels in 

pursuit of him.  He made a wide curve to avoid me, as though he feared I 

might prove a fresh competitor.  As the yelping died away down the silent 

road, the wailing sound of “Ulla, ulla, ulla, ulla,” reasserted itself. 



 

54 

I came upon the wrecked handling-machine halfway to St.  John’s Wood 

station.  At first I thought a house had fallen across the road.  It was only as I 

clambered among the ruins that I saw, with a start, this mechanical Samson 

lying, with its tentacles bent and smashed and twisted, among the ruins it 

had made.  The forepart was shattered.  It seemed as if it had driven blindly 

straight at the house, and had been overwhelmed in its overthrow.  It seemed 

to me then that this might have happened by a handling-machine escaping 

from the guidance of its Martian.  I could not clamber among the ruins to see 

it, and the twilight was now so far advanced that the blood with which its 

seat was smeared, and the gnawed gristle of the Martian that the dogs had 

left, were invisible to me. 

Wondering still more at all that I had seen, I pushed on towards Primrose 

Hill.  Far away, through a gap in the trees, I saw a second Martian, as 

motionless as the first, standing in the park towards the Zoological Gardens, 

and silent.  A little beyond the ruins about the smashed handling-machine I 

came upon the red weed again, and found the Regent’s Canal, a spongy mass 

of dark-red vegetation. 

As I crossed the bridge, the sound of “Ulla, ulla, ulla, ulla,” ceased.  It was, 

as it were, cut off.  The silence came like a thunderclap. 

The dusky houses about me stood faint and tall and dim; the trees towards 

the park were growing black.  All about me the red weed clambered among 

the ruins, writhing to get above me in the dimness.  Night, the mother of 

fear and mystery, was coming upon me.  But while that voice sounded the 

solitude, the desolation, had been endurable; by virtue of it London had still 

seemed alive, and the sense of life about me had upheld me.  Then suddenly 

a change, the passing of something — I knew not what — and then a 

stillness that could be felt.  Nothing but this gaunt quiet. 

London about me gazed at me spectrally.  The windows in the white 

houses were like the eye sockets of skulls.  About me my imagination found a 

thousand noiseless enemies moving.  Terror seized me, a horror of my 

temerity.  In front of me the road became pitchy black as though it was 



 

   55 

tarred, and I saw a contorted shape lying across the pathway.  I could not 

bring myself to go on.  I turned down St.  John’s Wood Road, and ran 

headlong from this unendurable stillness towards Kilburn.  I hid from the 

night and the silence, until long after midnight, in a cabmen’s shelter in 

Harrow Road.  But before the dawn my courage returned, and while the stars 

were still in the sky I turned once more towards Regent’s Park.  I missed my 

way among the streets, and presently saw down a long avenue, in the half-

light of the early dawn, the curve of Primrose Hill.  On the summit, towering 

up to the fading stars, was a third Martian, erect and motionless like the 

others. 

An insane resolve possessed me.  I would die and end it.  And I would save 

myself even the trouble of killing myself.  I marched on recklessly towards 

this Titan, and then, as I drew nearer and the light grew, I saw that a 

multitude of black birds was circling and clustering about the hood.  At that 

my heart gave a bound, and I began running along the road. 

I hurried through the red weed that choked St.  Edmund’s Terrace (I 

waded breast-high across a torrent of water that was rushing down from the 

waterworks towards the Albert Road), and emerged upon the grass before 

the rising of the sun.  Great mounds had been heaped about the crest of the 

hill, making a huge redoubt of it — it was the final and largest place the 

Martians had made — and from behind these heaps there rose a thin smoke 

against the sky.  Against the sky line an eager dog ran and disappeared.  The 

thought that had flashed into my mind grew real, grew credible.  I felt no 

fear, only a wild, trembling exultation, as I ran up the hill towards the 

motionless monster.  Out of the hood hung lank shreds of brown, at which 

the hungry birds pecked and tore. 

In another moment I had scrambled up the earthen rampart and stood 

upon its crest, and the interior of the redoubt was below me.  A mighty space 

it was, with gigantic machines here and there within it, huge mounds of 

material and strange shelter places.  And scattered about it, some in their 

overturned war-machines, some in the now rigid handling-machines, and a 

dozen of them stark and silent and laid in a row, were the Martians — dead! 
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— slain by the putrefactive and disease bacteria against which their systems 

were unprepared; slain as the red weed was being slain; slain, after all man’s 

devices had failed, by the humblest things that God, in his wisdom, has put 

upon this earth. 

For so it had come about, as indeed I and many men might have foreseen 

had not terror and disaster blinded our minds.  These germs of disease have 

taken toll of humanity since the beginning of things — taken toll of our 

prehuman ancestors since life began here.  But by virtue of this natural 

selection of our kind we have developed resisting power; to no germs do we 

succumb without a struggle, and to many — those that cause putrefaction in 

dead matter, for instance — our living frames are altogether immune.  But 

there are no bacteria in Mars, and directly these invaders arrived, directly 

they drank and fed, our microscopic allies began to work their overthrow.  

Already when I watched them they were irrevocably doomed, dying and 

rotting even as they went to and fro.  It was inevitable.  By the toll of a 

billion deaths man has bought his birthright of the earth, and it is his against 

all comers; it would still be his were the Martians ten times as mighty as they 

are.  For neither do men live nor die in vain. 

Here and there they were scattered, nearly fifty altogether, in that great 

gulf they had made, overtaken by a death that must have seemed to them as 

incomprehensible as any death could be.  To me also at that time this death 

was incomprehensible.  All I knew was that these things that had been alive 

and so terrible to men were dead.  For a moment I believed that the 

destruction of Sennacherib had been repeated, that God had repented, that 

the Angel of Death had slain them in the night. 

I stood staring into the pit, and my heart lightened gloriously, even as the 

rising sun struck the world to fire about me with his rays.  The pit was still in 

darkness; the mighty engines, so great and wonderful in their power and 

complexity, so unearthly in their tortuous forms, rose weird and vague and 

strange out of the shadows towards the light.  A multitude of dogs, I could 

hear, fought over the bodies that lay darkly in the depth of the pit, far below 

me.  Across the pit on its farther lip, flat and vast and strange, lay the great 
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flying-machine with which they had been experimenting upon our denser 

atmosphere when decay and death arrested them.  Death had come not a day 

too soon.  At the sound of a cawing overhead I looked up at the huge 

fighting-machine that would fight no more for ever, at the tattered red 

shreds of flesh that dripped down upon the overturned seats on the summit 

of Primrose Hill. 

I turned and looked down the slope of the hill to where, enhaloed now in 

birds, stood those other two Martians that I had seen overnight, just as death 

had overtaken them.  The one had died, even as it had been crying to its 

companions; perhaps it was the last to die, and its voice had gone on 

perpetually until the force of its machinery was exhausted.  They glittered 

now, harmless tripod towers of shining metal, in the brightness of the rising 

sun. 

All about the pit, and saved as by a miracle from everlasting destruction, 

stretched the great Mother of Cities.  Those who have only seen London 

veiled in her sombre robes of smoke can scarcely imagine the naked clearness 

and beauty of the silent wilderness of houses. 

Eastward, over the blackened ruins of the Albert Terrace and the splintered 

spire of the church, the sun blazed dazzling in a clear sky, and here and there 

some facet in the great wilderness of roofs caught the light and glared with a 

white intensity. 

Northward were Kilburn and Hampsted, blue and crowded with houses; 

westward the great city was dimmed; and southward, beyond the Martians, 

the green waves of Regent’s Park, the Langham Hotel, the dome of the 

Albert Hall, the Imperial Institute, and the giant mansions of the Brompton 

Road came out clear and little in the sunrise, the jagged ruins of Westminster 

rising hazily beyond.  Far away and blue were the Surrey hills, and the towers 

of the Crystal Palace glittered like two silver rods.  The dome of St.  Paul’s 

was dark against the sunrise, and injured, I saw for the first time, by a huge 

gaping cavity on its western side. 
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And as I looked at this wide expanse of houses and factories and churches, 

silent and abandoned; as I thought of the multitudinous hopes and efforts, 

the innumerable hosts of lives that had gone to build this human reef, and of 

the swift and ruthless destruction that had hung over it all; when I realised 

that the shadow had been rolled back, and that men might still live in the 

streets, and this dear vast dead city of mine be once more alive and powerful, 

I felt a wave of emotion that was near akin to tears. 

The torment was over.  Even that day the healing would begin.  The 

survivors of the people scattered over the country — leaderless, lawless, 

foodless, like sheep without a shepherd — the thousands who had fled by 

sea, would begin to return; the pulse of life, growing stronger and stronger, 

would beat again in the empty streets and pour across the vacant squares.  

Whatever destruction was done, the hand of the destroyer was stayed.  All 

the gaunt wrecks, the blackened skeletons of houses that stared so dismally at 

the sunlit grass of the hill, would presently be echoing with the hammers of 

the restorers and ringing with the tapping of their trowels.  At the thought I 

extended my hands towards the sky and began thanking God.  In a year, 

thought I — in a year. . . 

With overwhelming force came the thought of myself, of my wife, and the 

old life of hope and tender helpfulness that had ceased for ever. 
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THE NEW LONDON BRIDGE 

 

 

from DESCRIPTION OF ENGLAND, in Holinshed’s Chronicle (aka 

Chronicles of Raphael Holinshed, 1577), by William Harrison.  

I COULD intreat [i.e.: talk] of the infinite number of swans daily to be seen 

upon this river [the Thames at London], the two thousand wherries and 

small boats whereby three thousand poor watermen are maintained, through 

the carriage and re-carriage of such persons as pass or re-pass from time to 

time upon the same; besides those huge tide-boats, tilt-boats, and barges, 

which either carry passengers, or bring necessary provisions from all quarters 

of Oxfordshire, Berkshire, Buckinghamshire, Bedfordshire, Hertfordshire, 

Middlesex, Essex and Kent, unto the City of London. 

 

from NEW LONDON BRIDGE in History of England during the Thirty 

Years’ Peace, by Harriet Martineau. 

THE OPENING of the New London Bridge by their Majesties in August 

of 1831, was kept as a holiday throughout London; and the occasion was 

truly a great one.  This was a farewell to the old bridge, with its memories of 

a thousand years; and here was a far surpassing work, which might carry on 

the mind to a thousand years more.  Here it was, in all its strength and grace, 

bestriding the flood with its five wide elliptical arches, without obstructing 

the stream; and here it was likely to stand perhaps till bridges should be 

wanted no more.  [...] 

   It was towards the end of 1832 that the last stone of the last arch of old 

London Bridge dropped into the river; and as the circles on the water were 

effaced, a historical scroll of many centuries seemed to be closed for ever. 
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from BLEAK HOUSE, by Charles Dickens. 

FOG everywhere.  Fog up the river, where it flows among green aits and 

meadows; fog down the river, where it rolls defiled among the tiers of 

shipping, and the waterside pollutions of a great (and dirty) city.  Fog on the 

Essex marshes, fog on the Kentish heights.  Fog creeping into the cabooses 

of collier brigs; fog lying out on the yards, and hovering in the rigging of 

great ships ; fog drooping on the gunwales of barges and small boats.  Fog in 

the eyes and throats of ancient Greenwich pensioners, wheezing by the 

firesides of their wards; fog in the stem and bowl of the afternoon pipe of the 

wrathful skipper, down in his close cabin; fog cruelly pinching the toes and 

fingers of his shivering little ‘prentice boy on deck.  Chance people on the 

bridges peeping over the parapets into a nether sky of fog, with fog all round 

them, as if they were up in a balloon, and hanging in the misty clouds. 

 

from the “Dedication” of PETER BELL THE THIRD (1839), by Percy 

Bysshe Shelley. 

 

[Shelley foresees a time ...]  “when London shall be an habitation of bitterns 

[a water bird]; when St.  Paul’s and Westminster Abbey shall stand, 

shapeless and nameless ruins, in the midst of an unpeopled marsh; when the 

piers of Waterloo Bridge shall become the nuclei of islets of reeds and osiers, 

and cast the jagged shadows of their broken arches on the solitary stream …” 

 

from ON RANCK’s “HISTORY OF THE POPES” (1840), by Thomas 

Babington Macaulay. 

“And she may still exist in undiminished vigour when some traveller from 

New Zealand shall, in the midst of a vast solitude, take his stand on a broken 

arch of London Bridge to sketch the ruins of St.  Paul’s.” 

 

 



 

   61 

from ARCHIMAGO (1864), by Francis Carr. 

 

“I sit upon the last crumbling stones of that bridge, erst the famous London 

bridge Pavement, footway, parapet abutment pillar, pier all are gone ... and I 

on the last few mouldering stones survey the ruin’d and desolate city.” 

 

from ONE OF OUR CONQUERORS (1891), by George Meredith. 

(In chapter one Victor Radnor has a fall, and there follows a brief anti-

semitic vision of the London of the future, a city — as he imagines it — 

dominated by Jewish financiers.) 

A GENTLEMAN [Victor Radnor], noteworthy for a lively countenance 

and a waistcoat to match it, crossing London Bridge at noon on a gusty April 

day, was almost magically detached from his conflict with the gale by some 

sly strip of slipperiness, abounding in that conduit of the markets, which had 

more or less adroitly performed the trick upon preceding passengers, and 

now laid this one flat amid the shuffle of feet [...] how [had] he, of all men 

living, could by any chance have got into a wrangle, in a thoroughfare, on 

London Bridge, of all places in the world!-he, so popular, renowned for his 

affability, his amiability; having no dislike to common dirty dogs, entirely the 

reverse, liking them and doing his best for them; and accustomed to receive 

their applause.  And in what way had he offered a hint to bring on him the 

charge of punctilio? 

   [the fall disorients him causes him to have a brief vision of a future 

London] ... man’s present achievements and his probable destinies: especially 

upon England’s grandeur, vitality, stability, her intelligent appreciation of her 

place in the universe; not to speak of the historic dignity of London City. 

   [...] a malignant sketch of Colney’s, in the which Hengist and Horsa, our 

fishy Saxon originals [legendary founders of England], in modern garb of 

liveryman and gaitered squire, flat-headed, paunchy, assiduously servile, are 

shown blacking Ben-Israel’s [a stereotypical Jew] boots and grooming the 
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princely stud of the Jew, had come so near to Victor Radnor’s apprehensions 

of a possible, if not an impending, consummation, that the ghastly vision of 

the Jew Dominant in London City, over England, over Europe, America, the 

world [...], fastened on the most mercurial of patriotic men [Victor Radnor], 

and gave him a whole-length plunge into despondency. 

   It lasted nearly a minute.  His recovery was not in this instance due to the 

calling on himself for the rescue of an ancient and glorious country; nor 

altogether to the spectacle of the shipping, over the parapet, to his right: the 

hundreds of masts rising out of the merchant river; London’s unrivalled 

mezzotint and the City’ rhetorician’s inexhaustible argument: he gained it 

rather from the imperious demand of an animated and thirsty frame for novel 

impressions.  [...]  Down went the twirling horizontal pillars of a strong tide 

from the arches of the bridge, breaking to wild water at a remove; and a 

reddish Northern cheek of curdling pipeing East, at shrilly puffs between the 

Tower and the Custom House, encountered it to whip and ridge the flood 

against descending tug and long tail of stern-ajerk empty barges; with a 

steamer slowly noseing round off the wharf-cranes, preparing to swirl the 

screw; and half-bottom-upward boats dancing harpooner beside their whale; 

along an avenue, not fabulously golden, of the deputy masts of all nations, a 

wintry woodland, every rag aloft curling to volume; and here the spouts and 

the mounds of steam, and rolls of brown smoke there, variously undulated, 

curved to vanish; cold blue sky ashift with the whirl and dash of a very Tartar 

cavalry of cloud overhead. 

 

from JACK SHEPPARD: A ROMANCE (1840), by W.  Harrison 

Ainsworth. 

THE CITY presented a terrible picture of devastation.  London Bridge had 

suffered a degree less than most places.  But it was almost choked up with 

fallen stacks of chimneys, broken beams of timber, and shattered tiles.  The 

houses overhung in a frightful manner, and looked as if the next gust would 

precipitate them into the river.  With great difficulty, Wood forced a path 
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through the ruins.  It was a work of no slight danger, for every instant a wall, 

or fragment of a building, came crashing to the ground.  Thames Street was 

wholly impassable.  Men were going hither and thither with barrows, and 

ladders and ropes, removing the rubbish, and trying to support the tottering 

habitations.  Grace-church Street was entirely deserted, except by a few 

stragglers, whose curiosity got the better of their fears; or who, like the 

carpenter, were compelled to proceed along it.  The tiles lay a foot thick in 

the road.  In some cases they were ground almost to powder; in others, 

driven deeply into the earth, as if discharged from a piece of ordnance.  The 

roofs and gables of many of the houses had been torn off.  The signs of the 

shops were carried to incredible distances.  Here and there, a building might 

be seen with the doors and windows driven in, and all access to it prevented 

by the heaps of bricks and tilesherds. 

   Through this confusion the carpenter struggled on; — now ascending, now 

descending the different mountains of rubbish that beset his path, at the 

imminent peril of his life and limbs, until he arrived in Fleet Street.  The 

hurricane appeared to have raged in this quarter with tenfold fury.  Mr. 

Wood scarcely knew where he was.  The old aspect of the place was gone.  In 

lieu of the substantial habitations which he had gazed on overnight, he 

beheld a row of falling scaffoldings, for such they seemed. 

   It was a dismal and depressing sight to see a great city thus suddenly 

overthrown; and the carpenter was deeply moved by the spectacle.  As usual, 

however, on the occasion of any great calamity, a crowd was scouring the 

streets, whose sole object was plunder.  While involved in this crowd, near 

Temple Bar, — where the thoroughfare was most dangerous from the masses 

of ruin that impeded it, — an individual, whose swarthy features recalled to 

the carpenter one of his tormentors of the previous night, collared him, and, 

with bitter imprecations accused him of stealing his child.  In vain Wood 

protested his innocence.  The ruffian’s companions took his part.  And the 

infant, in all probability, would have been snatched from its preserver, if a 

posse of the watch (sent out to maintain order and protect property) had not 
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opportunely arrived, and by a vigorous application of their halberts dispersed 

his persecutors, and set him at liberty. 
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EIGHTEEN HUNDRED AND ELEVEN, A Poem, by 

Anna L.  Barbauld 

(A visitor from the colonies visits the ruins of a future London) 

 

The mighty city, which by every road, 

In floods of people poured itself abroad; 

Ungirt by walls, irregularly great, 

No jealous drawbridge, and no closing gate; 

Whose merchants (such the state which commerce brings) 

Sent forth their mandates to dependant kings; 

Streets, where the turban’d Moslem, bearded Jew, 

And woolly Afric, met the brown Hindu; 

Where through each vein spontaneous plenty flowed, 

Where Wealth enjoyed, and Charity bestowed. 

Pensive and thoughtful shall the wanderers greet 

Each splendid square, and still, untrodden street; 

Or of some crumbling turret, mined by time, 

The broken stair with perilous step shall climb, 

Thence stretch their view the wide horizon round, 

By scattered hamlets trace its ancient bound, 

And, choked no more with fleets, fair Thames survey 

Through reeds and sedge pursue his idle way. 

 

 



 

66 

from THE VIOLET FLAME: a story of Armageddon and 

after, by Frederick Thomas Jane 

(Professor Mirazarbeau creates a death-ray that disintegrates Waterloo 

Station, and he then holds London to ransom.  He accidentally disintegrates 

himself, but the machine continues its devastation regardless.) 

 

HE PLACE where we stood heaved and trembled, 

vibrating much as a piece of metal does when a heavy blow 

has been struck somewhere near it. 

   Then the whole of the smooth dark horizon suddenly jagged out into a 

series of hills, a splash of distant white foam in the van.  In the nearer sea the 

waters ran back a little further. 

   I saw the people on the beach below.  They were quiet now, very quiet, 

some standing still, some kneeling; but all silent, save for a single low cry that 

they raised in unison once and once only.  I do not know what it was that 

they cried, but in my heart it echoed as a “Let us stay and get it over.” 

   I felt like some patient the moment before the administration of an 

anasthetic; an unnatural boldness mixed in with my fear.  And ever that great 

jagged mountain of water came slowly on.  Landry was clinging to me now, 

grasping me tightly with her arms round my neck in the extremity of her 

terror; I could feel the beating of her heart against me, it seemed to echo the 

pulse of the on-coming wave. 

   As our train passed out of the station we caught a momentary glimpse of 

the beach [...] We took the train none too soon. [...] every living thing upon 

the sea-shore perished.  So, too, did many inland, for the wave was far-

sweeping, and when we reached London, which we did after many delays, 

the tide in the river was very high, and many parts of the East End were 

already under water.  Panic had begun in London, scepticism had swung 

round, and though, perhaps, people hardly yet believed that the world was 

   T 
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ending, the ever-rising flood was a source of terrible alarm.  It was hopeless 

to attempt getting westward in the confusion that prevailed. 
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THE AVENGER OF PERDONDARIS, by Edward 

J.M.D.  Plunkett, Lord Dunsany 

 

 

 WAS ROWING ON THE THAMES not many days after 

my return from the Yann and drifting eastwards with the fall of 

the tide away from Westminster Bridge, near which I had hired 

my boat.  All kinds of things were on the water with me — sticks drifting, 

and huge boats-and I was watching, so absorbed the traffic of that great river 

that I did not notice I had come to the City until I looked up and saw that 

part of the Embankment that is nearest to Go-by Street.  And then I 

suddenly wondered what befell Singanee, for there was a stillness about his 

ivory palace when I passed it by, which made me think that he had not then 

returned.  And though I had seen him go forth with his terrific spear, and 

mighty elephant-hunter though he was, yet his was a fearful quest for I knew 

that it was none other than to avenge Perdondaris by slaying that monster 

with the single tusk who had overthrown it suddenly in a day.  So I tied up 

my boat as soon as I came to some steps, and landed and left the 

Embankment, and about the third street I came to I began to look for the 

opening of Go-by Street; it is very narrow, you hardly notice it at first, but 

there it was, and soon I was in the old man’s shop.  But a young man leaned 

over the counter.  He had no information to give me about the old man — 

he was sufficient in himself.  As to the little old door in the back of the shop, 

“We know nothing about that, sir.” So I had to talk to him and humour him.  

He had for sale on the counter an instrument for picking up a lump of sugar 

in a new way.  He was pleased when I looked at it and he began to praise it.  

I asked him what was the use of it, and he said that it was of no use but that 

it had only been invented a week ago and was quite new and was made of real 

silver and was being very much bought.  But all the while I was straying 

towards the back of the shop.  When I enquired about the idols there he said 

that they were some of the season’s novelties and were a choice selection of 
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mascots; and while I made a pretence of selecting one I suddenly saw the 

wonderful old door.  I was through it at once and the young shop-keeper 

after me.  No one was more surprised than he when he saw the street of grass 

and the purple flowers on it; he ran across in his frock-coat on to the 

opposite pavement and only just stopped in time, for the world ended there.  

Looking downward over the pavement’s edge he saw, instead of accustomed 

kitchen-windows, white clouds and a wide, blue sky.  I led him to the old 

back door of the shop, looking pale and in need of air, and pushed him 

lightly and he went limply through, for I thought the air was better for him 

on the side of the street that he knew.  As soon as the door was shut on that 

astonished man I turned to the right and went along the street till I saw the 

gardens and the cottages, and a little red patch moving in a garden, which I 

knew to be the old witch wearing her shawl. 

 “Come for a change of illusion again?” She said. 

 “I have come from London,” I said.  “And I want to see Singanee.  I want 

to go to his ivory palace over the elfin mountains where the amethyst 

precipice is.” 

“Nothing like changing your illusions,” she said, “or you grow tired.  

London’s a fine place but one wants to see the elfin mountains sometimes.” 

“Then you know London?” I said. 

“Of course I do,” she said.  “I can dream as well as you.  You are not the 

only person that can imagine London.” Men were toiling dreadfully in her 

garden; it was in the heat of the day and they were digging with spades; she 

suddenly turned from me to beat one of them over the back with a long black 

stick that she carried.  “Even my poets go to London sometimes,” she said to 

me. 

“Why did you beat that man?” I said. 

“To make him work,” she answered. 

“But he is tired,” I said. 

“Of course he is,” said she. 
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And I looked and saw that the earth was difficult and dry and that every 

spadeful that the tired men lifted was full of pearls; but some men sat quite 

still and watched the butterflies that flitted about the garden and the old 

witch did not beat them with her stick.  And when I asked her who the 

diggers were she said, “These are my poets, they are digging for pearls.” And 

when I asked her what so many pearls were for she said to me: “To feed the 

pigs of course.” 

“But do the pigs like pearls?” I said to her. 

“Of course they don’t,” she said.  And I would have pressed the matter 

further but the old black cat had come out of the cottage and was looking at 

me whimsically and saying nothing so that I knew I was asking silly 

questions.  And I asked instead why some of the poets were idle and were 

watching butterflies without being beaten.  And she said: “The butterflies 

know where the pearls are hidden and they are waiting for one to alight 

above the buried treasure.  They cannot dig until they know where to dig.” 

And all of a sudden a faun came out of a rhododendron forest and began to 

dance upon a disk of bronze in which a fountain was set; and the sound of his 

two hooves dancing on the bronze was beautiful as bells. 

“Tea-bell,” said the witch; and all the poets threw down their spades and 

followed her into the house, and I followed them; but the witch and all of us 

followed the black cat, who arched his back and lifted his tail and walked 

along the garden-path of blue enamelled tiles and through the black-

thatched porch and the open, oaken door and into a little room where tea 

was ready.  And in the garden the flowers began to sing and the fountain 

tinkled on the disk of bronze.  And I learned that the fountain came from an 

otherwise unknown sea, and sometimes it threw gilded fragments up from 

the wrecks of unheard-of galleons, foundered in storms of some sea that was 

nowhere in the world; or battered to bits in wars waged with we know not 

whom.  Some said that it was salt because of the sea and others that it was 

salt with mariners’ tears.  And some of the poets took large flowers out of 

vases and threw their petals all about the room, and others talked two at a 

time and other sang.  “Why they are only children after all,”I said. 
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“Only children!” Repeated the old witch who was pouring out cowslip 

wine. 

“Only children,” said the old black cat.  And every one laughed at me. 

“I sincerely apologize,” I said.  “I did not mean to say it.  I did not intend to 

insult any one.” 

“Why he knows nothing at all,” said the old black cat.  And everybody 

laughed till the poets were put to bed. 

And then I took one look at the fields we know, and turned to the other 

window that looks on the elfin mountains.  And the evening looked like a 

sapphire.  And I saw my way though the fields were growing dim, and when 

I found it I went downstairs and through the witch’s parlour, and out of 

doors and came that night to the palace of Singanee. 

Lights glittered through every crystal slab-and all were uncurtained-in the 

palace of ivory.  The sounds were those of a triumphant dance.  Very 

haunting indeed was the booming of a bassoon, and like the dangerous 

advance of some galloping beast were the blows wielded by a powerful man 

on the huge, sonourous drum.  It seemed to me as I listened that the contest 

of Singanee with the more than elephantine destroyer of Perdondaris had 

already been set to music.  And as I walked in the dark along the amethyst 

precipice I suddenly saw across it a curved white bridge.  It was one ivory 

tusk.  And I knew it for the triumph of Singanee.  I knew at once that this 

curved mass of ivory that had been dragged by ropes to bridge the abyss was 

the twin of the ivory gate that once Perdondaris had, and had itself been the 

destruction of that once famous city-towers and walls and people.  Already 

men had begun to hollow it and to carve human figures life-size along its 

sides.  I walked across it; and half way across, at the bottom of the curve, I 

met a few of the carvers fast asleep.  On the opposite cliff by the palace lay 

the thickest end of the tusk and I came down a ladder which leaned against 

the tusk for they had not yet carved steps. 

Outside the ivory palace it was as I had supposed and the sentry at the gate 

slept heavily; and though I asked of him permission to enter the palace he 
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only muttered a blessing on Singanee and fell asleep again.  It was evident 

that he had been drinking bak.  Inside the ivory hall I met with servitors who 

told me that any stranger was welcome there that night, because they extolled 

the triumph of Singanee.  And they offered me bak to drink to 

commemorate the splendour but I did not know its power nor whether a 

little or much prevailed over a man so I said that I was under an oath to a god 

to drink nothing beautiful; and they asked me if he could not be appeased by 

a prayer, and I said, “In nowise,”and went towards the dance; and they 

commiserated me and abused that god bitterly, thinking to please me 

thereby, and then they fell to drinking bak to the glory of Singanee.  Outside 

the curtains that hung before the dance there stood a chamberlain and when 

I told him that though a stranger there, yet I was well known to Mung and 

Sish and Kib, the gods of Pegana, whose signs I made, he bade me ample 

welcome.  Therefore I questioned him about my clothes asking if they were 

not unsuitable to so august an occasion and he swore by the spear that had 

slain the destroyer of Perdondaris that Singanee would think it a shameful 

thing that any stranger not unknown to the gods should enter the dancing 

hall unsuitably clad; and therefore he led me to another room and took silken 

robes out of an old sea-chest of black and seamy oak with green copper hasps 

that were set with a few pale sapphires, and requested me to choose a suitable 

robe.  And I chose a bright green robe, with an under-robe of light blue 

which was seen here and there, and a light blue sword-belt.  I also wore a 

cloak that was dark purple with two thin strips of dark-blue along the border 

and a row of large dark sapphires sewn along the purple between them; it 

hung down from my shoulders behind me.  Nor would the chamberlain of 

Singanee let me take any less than this, for he said that not even a stranger, 

on that night, could be allowed to stand in the way of his master’s 

munificence which he was pleased to exercise in honour of his victory.  As 

soon as I was attired we went to the dancing hall and the first thing that I 

saw in that tall, scintillant chamber was the huge form of Singanee standing 

among the dancers and the heads of the men no higher than his waist.  Bare 

were the huge arms that had held the spear that had avenged Perdondaris.  

The chamberlain led me to him and I bowed, and said that I gave thanks to 
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the gods to whom he looked for protection; and he said that he had heard my 

gods well spoken of by those accustomed to pray but this he said only of 

courtesy, for he knew not whom they were. 

Singanee was simply dressed and only wore on his head a plain gold band 

to keep his hair from falling over his forehead, the ends of the gold were tied 

in the back with a bow of purple silk.  But all his queens wore crowns of great 

magnificence, though whether they were crowned as the queens of Singanee 

or whether queens were attracted there from the thrones of distant lands by 

the wonder of him and the splendour I did not know. 

All there wore silken robes of brilliant colours and the feet of all were bare 

and very shapely for the custom of boots was unknown in those regions.  And 

when they saw that my big toes were deformed in the manner of Europeans, 

turning inwards towards the others instead of being straight, one or two 

asked sympathetically if an accident had befallen me.  And rather than tell 

them truly that deforming out big toes was our custom and our pleasure I 

told them that I was under the curse of a malignant god at whose feet I had 

neglected to offer berries in infancy.  And to some extent I justified myself, 

for Convention is a god though his ways are evil; and had I told them the 

truth I would not have been understood.  They gave me a lady to dance with 

who was of marvellous beauty, she gold me that her name was Saranoora, a 

princess from the North, who had been sent as tribute to the palace of 

Singanee.  And partly she danced as Europeans dance and partly as the fairies 

of the waste who lure, as legend has it, lost travellers to their doom.  And if I 

could get thirty heathen men out of fantastic lands, with their long black hair 

and little elfin eyes and instruments of music even unknown to 

Nebuchadnezzar the King; and if I could make them play those tunes that I 

heard in the ivory palace on some lawn, gentle reader, at evening near your 

house then you would understand the beauty of Saranoora and the blaze of 

light and colour in that stupendous hall and the lithesome movement of 

those mysterious queens that danced round Singanee.  Then gentle reader 

you would be gentle no more but the thoughts that run like leopards over the 

far free lands would come leaping into your head even were it London, yes, 
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even in London: you would rise up then and beat your hands on the wall 

with its pretty pattern of flowers, in the hope that the bricks might break and 

reveal the way to that palace of ivory by the amethyst gulf where the golden 

dragons are.  For there have been men who have burned prisons down that 

the prisoners might escape, and even such incendiaries those dark musicians 

are who dangerously burn down custom that the pining thoughts may go 

free.  Let your elders have no fear, have no fear.  I will not play those tunes in 

any streets we know.  I will not bring those strange musicians here, I will 

only whisper the way to the Lands of Dream, and only a few frail feet shall 

find the way, and I shall dream alone of the beauty of Saranoora and 

sometimes sigh.  We danced on and on at the will of the thirty musicians, 

but when the stars were paling and the wind that knew the dawn was ruffling 

up the edge of the skirts of night, then Saranoora the princess of the North 

led me out into a garden.  Dark groves of trees were there which filled the 

night with perfume and guarded night’s mysteries from the arising dawn.  

There floated over us, wandering in that garden, the triumphant melody of 

those dark musicians, whose origin was unguessed even by those that dwelt 

there and knew the Lands of Dream.  For only a moment once sang the 

tolulu-bird, for the festival of that night had scared him and he was silent.  

For only a moment once we heard him singing in some far grove because the 

musicians rested and our bare feet made no sound; for a moment we heard 

that bird of which once our nightingale dreamed and handed on the tradition 

to his children.  And Saranoora told me that they have named the bird the 

Sister of Song; but for the musicians, who presently played again, she said 

they had no name, for no one knew who they were or from what country.  

Then some one sang quite near us in the darkness to an instrument of strings 

telling of Singanee and his battle against the monster.  And soon we saw him 

sitting on the ground and singing to the night of that spear-thrust that had 

found the thumping heart of the destroyer of Perdondaris; and we stopped 

awhile and asked him who had seen so memorable a struggle and he 

answered none but Singanee and he whose tusk had scattered Perdondaris, 

and now the last was dead.  And when we asked him if Singanee had told 

him of the struggle he said that that proud hunter would say no word about it 
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and that therefore his mighty deed was given to the poets and become their 

trust forever, and he struck again his instrument of strings and sang on. 

When the strings of pearls that hung down from her neck began to gleam 

all over Saranoora I knew that dawn was near and that that memorable night 

was all but gone.  And at last we left the garden and came to the abyss to see 

the sunrise shine on the amethyst cliff.  And at first it lit up the beauty of 

Saranoora and then it topped the world and blazed upon those cliffs of 

amethyst until it dazzled our eyes, and we turned from it and saw the 

workman going out along the tusk to hollow it and to carve a balustrade of 

fair professional figures.  And those who had drunken bak began to awake 

and to open their dazzled eyes at the amethyst precipice and to rub them and 

turn them away.  And now those wonderful kingdoms of song that the dark 

musicians established all night by magical chords dropped back again to the 

sway of that ancient silence who ruled before the gods, and the musicians 

wrapped their cloaks about them and covered up their marvellous 

instruments and stole away to the plains; and no one dared ask them whither 

they went or why they dwelt there, or what god they served.  And the dance 

stopped and all the queens departed.  And then the female slave came out 

again by a door and emptied her basket of sapphires down the abyss as I saw 

her do before.  Beautiful Saranoora said that those great queens would never 

wear their sapphires more than once and that every day at noon a merchant 

from the mountains sold new ones for that evening.  Yet I suspected that 

something more than extravagance lay at the back of that seemingly wasteful 

act of tossing sapphires into an abyss, for thee were in the depths of it those 

two dragons of gold of whom nothing seemed to be known.  And I thought, 

and I think so still, that Singanee, terrific though he was in war with the 

elephants, from whose tusks he had built his palace, well knew and even 

feared those dragons in the abyss, and perhaps valued those priceless jewels 

less than he valued his queens, and that he to whom so many lands paid 

beautiful tribute out of their dread of his spear, himself paid tribute to the 

golden dragons.  Whether those dragons had wings I could not see; nor, if 

they had, could I tell if they could bear that weight of solid gold from the 
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abyss; nor by what paths they could crawl from it did I know.  And I know 

not what use to a golden dragon should sapphires be or a queen.  Only it 

seemed strange to me that so much wealth of jewels should be thrown by 

command of a man who had nothing to fear — to fall flashing and changing 

their colours at dawn into an abyss. 

I do not know how long we lingered there watching the sunrise on those 

miles of amethyst.  And it is strange that that great and famous wonder did 

not move me more than it did, but my mind was dazzled by the fame of it 

and my eyes were actually dazzled by the blaze, and as often happens I 

thought more of little things and remember watching the daylight in the 

solitary sapphire that Saranoora had and that she wore upon her finger in a 

ring.  Then, the dawn wind being all about her, she said that she was cold 

and turned back into the ivory palace.  And I feared that we might never 

meet again, for time moves differently over the Lands of Dream than over 

the fields we know; like ocean-currents going different ways and bearing 

drifting ships.  And at the doorway of the ivory palace I turned to say farewell 

and yet I found no words that were suitable to say.  And often now when I 

stand in other lands I stop and think of many things to have said; yet all I 

said was “Perhaps we shall meet again.” And she said that it was likely that 

we should often meet for that this was a little thing for the gods to permit 

not knowing that the gods of the Lands of Dream have little power upon the 

fields we know.  Then she went in through the doorway.  And having 

exchanged for my own clothes again the raiment that the chamberlain had 

given me I turned from the hospitality of mighty Singanee and set my face 

towards the fields we know.  I crossed that enormous tusk that had been the 

end of Perdondaris and met the artists carving it as I went; and some by way 

of greeting as I passed extolled Singanee, and in answer I gave honour to his 

name.  Daylight had not yet penetrated wholly to the bottom of the abyss but 

the darkness was giving place to a purple haze and I could faintly see one 

golden dragon there.  Then looking once towards the ivory palace, and seeing 

no one at the windows, I turned sorrowfully away, and going by the way that 

I knew passed through the gap in the mountains and down their slopes till I 
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came again in sight of the witch’s cottage.  And as I went to the upper 

window to look for the fields we know, the witch spoke to me; but I was 

cross, as one newly waked from sleep, and I would not answer her.  Then the 

cat questioned me as to whom I had met, and I answered him that in the 

fields we know cats kept their place and did not speak to man.  And then I 

came downstairs and walked straight out of the door, heading for Go-by 

Street.  “You are going the wrong way,”the witch called through the window; 

and indeed I had sooner gone back to the ivory palace again, but I had no 

right to trespass any further on the hospitality of Singanee and one cannot 

stay always in the Lands of Dream, and what knowledge had that old witch 

of the call of the fields we know or the little though many snares that bind 

our feet therein?  So I paid no heed to her, but kept on, and came to Go-by 

Street.  I saw the house with the green door some way up the street but 

thinking that the near end of the street was closer to the Embankment where 

I had left my boat I tried the first door I came to, a cottage thatched like the 

rest, with little golden spires along the roof-ridge, and strange birds sitting 

there and preening marvellous feathers.  The door opened, and to my 

surprise I found myself in what seemed like a shepherd’s cottage; a man who 

was sitting on a log of wood in a little low dark room said something to me 

in an alien language.  I muttered something and hurried through to the 

street.  The house was thatched in front as well as behind.  There were not 

golden spires in front, no marvellous birds; but there was no pavement.  

There was a row of houses, byres, and barns but no other sign of a town.  Far 

off I saw one or two little villages.  Yet there was the river  — and no doubt 

the Thames, for it was the width of the Thames and had the curves of it, if 

you can imagine the Thames in that particular spot without a city around it, 

without any bridges, and the Embankment fallen in.  I saw that there had 

happened to me permanently and in the light of day some such thing as 

happens to a man, but to a child more often, when he awakes before morning 

in some strange room and sees a high, grey window where the door ought to 

be and unfamiliar objects in wrong places and though knowing where he is 

yet knows not how it can be that the place should look like that. 
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A flock of sheep came by me presently looking the same as ever, but the 

man who led them had a wild, strange look.  I spoke to him and he did not 

understand me.  Then I went down to the river to see if my boat was there 

and at the very spot where I had left it, in the mud (for the tide was low) I 

saw a half-buried piece of blackened wood that might have been part of a 

boat, but I could not tell.  I began to feel that I had missed the world.  It 

would be a strange thing to travel from far away to see London and not be 

able to find it among all the roads that lead there, but I seemed to have 

travelled in Time and to have missed it among the centuries.  And when as I 

wandered over the grassy hills I came on a wattled shrine that was thatched 

with straw and saw a lion in it more worn with time than even the Sphinx at 

Gizeh and when I knew it for one of the four in Trafalgar Square then I saw 

that I was stranded far away in the future with many centuries of treacherous 

years between me and anything that I had known.  And then I sat on the 

grass by the worn paws of the lion to think out what to do.  And I decided to 

go back through Go-by Street and, since there was nothing left to keep me 

any more to the fields we know, to offer myself as a servant in the palace of 

Singanee, and to see again the face of Saranoora and those famous, 

wonderful, amethystine dawns upon the abyss where the golden dragons 

play.  And I stayed no longer to look for remains of the ruins of London; for 

there is little pleasure in seeing wonderful things if there is no one at all to 

hear of them and to wonder.  So I returned at once to Go-by Street, the little 

row of huts, and saw no other record that London had been except that one 

stone lion.  I went to the right house this time.  It was very much altered and 

more like one of those huts that one sees on Salisbury plain than a shop in 

the city of London, but I found it by counting the houses in the street for it 

was still a row of houses though pavement and city were gone.  And it was 

still a shop.  A very different shop to the one I knew, but things were for sale 

there — shepherd’s crooks, food, and rude axes.  And a man with long hair 

was there who was clad in skins.  I did not speak to him for I did not know 

his language.  He said to me something that sounded like “Everkike.” It 

conveyed no meaning to me; but when he looked towards one of his buns, 

light suddenly dawned in my mind, and I knew that England was even 
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England still and that still she was not conquered, and that though they had 

tired of London they still held to their land; for the words that the man had 

said were, “Av er kike,”and then I knew that that very language that was 

carried to distant lands by the old, triumphant cockney was spoken still in his 

birthplace and that neither his politics nor his enemies had destroyed him 

after all these thousand years.  I had always disliked the Cockney dialect — 

and with the arrogance of the Irishman who hears from rich and poor the 

English of the splendour of Elizabeth; and yet when I heard those words my 

eyes felt sore as with impending tears — it should be remembered how far 

away I was.  I think I was silent for a little while.  Suddenly I saw that the 

man who kept the shop was asleep.  That habit was strangely like the ways of 

a man who if he were then alive would be (if I could judge from the time-

worn look of the lion) over a thousand years old.  But then how old was I?  It 

is perfectly clear that Time moves over the Lands of Dream swifter or slower 

than over the fields we know.  For the dead, and the long dead, live again in 

our dreams; and a dreamer passes through the events of days in a single 

moment of the Town-Hall’s clock.  Yet logic did not aid me and my mind 

was puzzled.  While the old man slept — and strangely like in face he was to 

the old man who had shown me first the little, old backdoor  — I went to the 

far end of his wattled shop.  There was a door of a sort on leather hinges.  I 

pushed it open and there I was again under the notice-board at the back of 

the shop, at least the back of Go-by Street had not changed.  Fantastic and 

remote though this grass street was with its purple flowers and the golden 

spires, and the world ending at its opposite pavement, yet I breathed more 

happily to see something again that I had seen before.  I thought I had lost 

forever the world I knew, and now that I was at the back of Go-by Street 

again I felt the loss less than when I was standing where familiar things 

ought to be; and I turned my mind to what was left me in the vast Lands of 

Dream and thought of Saranoora.  And when I saw the cottages again I felt 

less lonely even at the thought of the cat though he generally laughed at the 

things I said.  And the first thing that I saw when I saw the witch was that I 

had lost the world and was going back for the rest of my days to the palace of 

Singanee.  And the first thing that she said was: “Why!  You’ve been through 
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the wrong door,”quite kindly for she saw how unhappy I looked.  And I said, 

“Yes, but it’s all the same street.  The whole street’s altered and London’s 

gone and the people I used to know and the houses I used to rest in, and 

everything; and I’m tired.” 

“What did you want to go through the wrong door for?” She said. 

“O, that made no difference,” I said. 

“O, didn’t it?” She said in a contradictory way. 

“Well I wanted to get to the near end of the street so as to find my boat 

quickly by the Embankment.  And now my boat, and the Embankment and 

— and — .” 

“Some people are always in such a hurry,” said the old black cat.  And I felt 

too unhappy to be angry and I said nothing more. 

And the old witch said, “Now which way do you want to go?” And she was 

talking rather like a nurse to a small child.  And I said, “I have nowhere to 

go.” 

And she said, “Would you rather go home or go to the ivory palace of 

Singanee.” And I said, “I’ve got a headache, and I don’t want to go anywhere, 

and I’m tired of the Lands of Dream.” 

“Then suppose you try going in through the right door,”she said. 

“That’s no good,” I said.  “Everyone’s dead and gone, and they’re selling 

buns there.” 

 “What do you know about Time?” She said. 

“Nothing,” answered the old, black cat, though nobody spoke to him. 

“Run along,” said the old witch. 

So I turned and trudged away to Go-by Street again.  I was very tired.  

“What does he know about anything?” Said the old black cat behind me.  I 

knew what he was going to say next.  He waited a moment and then said, 

“Nothing.” When I looked over my shoulder he was strutting back to the 

cottage.  And when I got to Go-by Street I listlessly opened the door 
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through which I had just now come.  I saw no use in doing it, I just did 

wearily as I was told.  And the moment I got inside I saw it was just the same 

as of old, and the sleepy old man was there who sold idols.  And I bought a 

vulgar thing that I did not want, for the sheer joy of seeing accustomed 

things.  And when I turned from Go-by Street which was just the same as 

ever, the first thing that I saw was a taximeter running into a hansom cab.  

And I took off my hat and cheered.  And I went to the Embankment and 

there was my boat, and the stately river full of dirty, accustomed things.  And 

I rowed back and bought a penny paper, (I had been away it seemed for one 

day) and I read it from cover to cover-patent remedies for incurable illnesses 

and all — and I determined to walk, as soon as I was rested, in all the streets 

that I knew and to call on all the people that I had ever met, and to be 

content for long with the fields we know. 
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ON A STUPENDOUS LEG OF GRANITE, Discovered 

Standing by Itself in the Deserts of Egypt, with the 

Inscription Inserted Below (1817), by Horace Smith 

(Percy Shelley’s famous ‘Ozymandias’ was written during what might be 

termed a poetic duel, with his rival poet Horace Smith.  Each wrote the same 

poem in the same night, producing differing versions.) 

 

In Egypt’s sandy silence, all alone, 

Stands a gigantic Leg, which far off throws 

The only shadow that the Desert knows. 

“I am great Ozymandias,” saith the stone, 

“The King of kings: this mighty city shows 

The wonders of my hand.” The city’s gone! 

Naught but the leg remaining to disclose 

The sight of that forgotten Babylon. 

We wonder, and some hunter may express 

Wonder like ours, when through the wilderness 

Where London stood, holding the wolf in chase, 

He meets some fragment huge, and stops to guess 

What wonderful, but unrecorded, race 

Once dwelt in that annihilated place. 
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from LOVE (1823), by Ebenezer Elliott 

 

England, like Greece, shall fall, despoil’d, defaced, 

And weep, the Tadmor of the watery waste. 

The wave shall mock her lone and manless shore; 

The deep shall know her freighted wealth no more; 

And unborn wanderers, in the future wood 

Where London stands, shall ask “where London stood?” 
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from THE PURPLE CLOUD (1901), by M.P.  Shiel 

(A man exploring the Arctic regions survives a global purple cloud of 

cyanide.) 

 

 

 SHOULD VERY SOON have got to London now, but, as 

my bad luck would have it, I met a long up-train on the metals, 

with not one creature in any part of it.  There was nothing to 

do but to tranship, with all my things, to its engine, which I found in good 

condition with plenty of coal and water, and to set it going, a hateful labour: 

I being already jet-black from hair to toes.  However, by half-past ten I found 

myself stopped by another train only a quarter of a mile from Paddington, 

and walked the rest of the way among trains in which the standing dead still 

stood, propped by their neighbours, and over metals where bodies were as 

ordinary and cheap as waves on the sea, or twigs in a forest.  I believe that 

wild crowds had given chase on foot to moving trains, or fore-run them in 

the frenzied hope of inducing them to stop. 

I came to the great shed of glass and girders which is the station, the night 

being perfectly soundless, moonless, starless, and the hour about eleven. 

I found later that all the electric generating-stations, or all that I visited, 

were intact; that is to say, must have been shut down before the arrival of the 

doom; also that the gas-works had almost certainly been abandoned some 

time previously: so that this city of dreadful night, in which, at the moment 

when Silence choked it, not less than forty to sixty millions swarmed and 

droned, must have more resembled Tartarus and the foul shades of Hell than 

aught to which my fancy can liken it. 

For, coming nearer the platforms, I saw that trains, in order to move at all, 

must have moved through a slough of bodies pushed from behind, and 

forming a packed homogeneous mass on the metals: and I knew that they 

had moved.  Nor could I now move, unless I decided to wade: for flesh was 

   I 
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everywhere, on the roofs of trains, cramming the interval between them, on 

the platforms, splashing the pillars like spray, piled on trucks and lorries, a 

carnal quagmire; and outside, it filled the space between a great host of 

vehicles, carpeting all that region of London.  And all here that odour of 

blossoms, which nowhere yet, save on one vile ship, had failed, was now 

wholly overcome by another: and the thought was in my head, my God, that 

if the soul of man had sent up to Heaven the odour which his body gave to 

me, then it was not so strange that things were as they were. 

I got out from the station, with ears, God knows, that still awaited the 

accustomed noising of this accursed town, habituated as I now was to all the 

dumb and absent void of Soundlessness; and I was overwhelmed in a new 

awe, and lost in a wilder woesomeness, when, instead of lights and business, I 

saw the long street which I knew brood darker than Babylons long desolate, 

and in place of its ancient noising, heard, my God, a shocking silence, rising 

higher than I had ever heard it, and blending with the silence of the inane, 

eternal stars in heaven. 

I could not get into any vehicle for some time, for all thereabouts was 

practically a mere block; but near the Park, which I attained by stooping 

among wheels, and selecting my foul steps, I overhauled a Daimler car, found 

in it two cylinders of petrol, lit the ignition-lamp, removed with averted 

abhorrence three bodies, mounted, and broke that populous stillness.  And 

through streets nowhere empty of bodies I went urging eastward my jolting, 

and spattered, and humming way. 

That I should have persisted, with so much pains, to come to this 

unbounded catacomb, seems now singular to me: for by that time I could not 

have been sufficiently daft to expect to find another being like myself on the 

earth, though I cherished, I remember, the irrational hope of yet somewhere 

finding dog, or cat, or horse, to be with me, and would anon think bitterly of 

Reinhardt, my Arctic dog, which my own hand had shot.  But, in reality, a 

morbid curiosity must have been within me all the time to read the real truth 

of what had happened, so far as it was known, or guessed, and to gloat upon 

all that drama, and cup of trembling, and pouring out of the vials of the 
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wrath of God, which must have preceded the actual advent of the end of 

Time.  This inquisitiveness had, at every town which I reached, made the 

search for newspapers uppermost in my mind; but, by bad luck, I had found 

only four, all of them ante-dated to the one which I had read at Dover, 

though their dates gave me some idea of the period when printing must have 

ceased, viz. soon after the 17th July—about three months subsequent to my 

arrival at the Pole—for none I found later than this date; and these contained 

nothing scientific, but only orisons and despairings.  On arriving, therefore, 

at London, I made straight for the office of the Times, only stopping at a 

chemist’s in Oxford Street for a bottle of antiseptic to hold near my nose, 

though, having once left the neighbourhood of Paddington, I had hardly 

much need of this. 

I made my way to the square where the paper was printed, to find that, 

even there, the ground was closely strewn with calpac and pugaree, black 

abayeh and fringed praying-shawl, hob-nail and sandal, figured lungi and 

striped silk, all very muddled and mauled.  Through the dark square to the 

twice-dark building I passed, and found open the door of an advertisement-

office; but on striking a match, saw that it had been lighted by electricity, and 

had therefore to retrace my stumbling steps, till I came to a shop of lamps in 

a near alley, walking meantime with timid cares that I might hurt no one—

for in this enclosed neighbourhood I began to feel strange tremors, and kept 

striking matches, which, so still was the black air, hardly flickered. 

When I returned to the building with a little lighted lamp, I at once saw a 

file on a table, and since there were a number of dead there, and I wished to 

be alone, I took the heavy mass of paper between my left arm and side, and 

the lamp in my right hand; passed then behind a counter; and then, to the 

right, up a stair which led me into a very great building and complexity of 

wooden steps and corridors, where I went peering, the lamp visibly trembling 

in my hand, for here also were the dead.  Finally, I entered a good-sized 

carpeted room with a baize-covered table in the middle, and large smooth 

chairs, and on the table many manuscripts impregnated with purple dust, and 

around were books in shelves.  This room had been locked upon a single 
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man, a tall man in a frock-coat, with a pointed grey beard, who at the last 

moment had decided to fly from it, for he lay at the threshold, apparently 

fallen dead the moment he opened the door.  Him, by drawing his feet aside, 

I removed, locked the door upon myself, sat at the table before the dusty file, 

and, with the little lamp near, began to search. 

I searched and read till far into the morning.  But God knows, He alone.... 

I had not properly filled the little reservoir with oil, and at about three in 

the fore-day, it began to burn sullenly lower, letting sparks, and turning the 

glass grey: and in my deepest chilly heart was the question: ‘Suppose the 

lamp goes out before the daylight....’ 

I knew the Pole, and cold, I knew them well: but to be frozen by panic, my 

God! I read, I say, I searched, I would not stop: but I read that night racked 

by terrors such as have never yet entered into the heart of man to conceive.  

My flesh moved and crawled like a lake which, here and there, the breeze 

ruffles.  Sometimes for two, three, four minutes, the profound interest of 

what I read would fix my mind, and then I would peruse an entire column, or 

two, without consciousness of the meaning of one single word, my brain all 

drawn away to the innumerable host of the wan dead that camped about me, 

pierced with horror lest they should start, and stand, and accuse me: for the 

grave and the worm was the world; and in the air a sickening stirring of 

cerements and shrouds; and the taste of the pale and insubstantial grey of 

ghosts seemed to infect my throat, and faint odours of the loathsome tomb 

my nostrils, and the toll of deep-toned passing-bells my ears; finally the lamp 

smouldered very low, and my charnel fancy teemed with the screwing-down 

of coffins, lych-gates and sextons, and the grating of ropes that lower down 

the dead, and the first sound of the earth upon the lid of that strait and 

gloomy home of the mortal; that lethal look of cold dead fingers I seemed to 

see before me, the insipidness of dead tongues, the pout of the drowned, and 

the vapid froths that ridge their lips, till my flesh was moist as with the stale 

washing-waters of morgues and mortuaries, and with such sweats as corpses 

sweat, and the mawkish tear that lies on dead men’s cheeks; for what is one 

poor insignificant man in his flesh against a whole world of the disembodied, 
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he alone with them, and nowhere, nowhere another of his kind, to whom to 

appeal against them? I read, and I searched: but God, God knows ...  If a leaf 

of the paper, which I slowly, warily, stealingly turned, made but one faintest 

rustle, how did that reveille boom in echoes through the vacant and haunted 

chambers of my poor aching heart, my God! and there was a cough in my 

throat which for a cruelly long time I would not cough, till it burst in horrid 

clamour from my lips, sending crinkles of cold through my inmost blood.  

For with the words which I read were all mixed up visions of crawling 

hearses, wails, and lugubrious crapes, and piercing shrieks of madness in 

strange earthy vaults, and all the mournfulness of the black Vale of Death, 

and the tragedy of corruption.  Twice during the ghostly hours of that night 

the absolute and undeniable certainty that some presence — some most 

ghastly silent being — stood at my right elbow, so thrilled me, that I leapt to 

my feet to confront it with clenched fists, and hairs that bristled stiff in 

horror and frenzy.  After that second time I must have fainted; for when it 

was broad day, I found my dropped head over the file of papers, supported on 

my arms.  And I resolved then never again after sunset to remain in any 

house: for that night was enough to kill a horse, my good God; and that this 

is a haunted planet I know. 

(… The narrator reads of how scientists had come to make the deadly 

cyanide cloud.) 

 

I went out from that building that morning feeling like a man bowed down 

with age, for the depths of unutterable horror into which I had had glimpses 

during that one night made me very feeble, and my steps tottered, and my 

brain reeled. 

I got out into Farringdon Street, and at the near Circus, where four streets 

meet, had under my furthest range of vision nothing but four fields of bodies, 

bodies, clad in a rag-shop of every faded colour, or half-clad, or not clad at 
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all, actually, in many cases, over-lying one another, as I had seen at Reading, 

but here with a markedly more skeleton appearance: for I saw the swollen-

looking shoulders, sharp hips, hollow abdomens, and stiff bony limbs of 

people dead from famine, the whole having the grotesque air of some 

macabre battle-field of fallen marionettes.  Mixed with these was an 

extraordinary number of vehicles of all sorts, so that I saw that driving among 

them would be impracticable, whereas the street which I had taken during 

the night was fairly clear.  I thought a minute what I should do: then went by 

a parallel back-street, and came out to a shop in the Strand, where I hoped to 

find all the information which I needed about the excavations of the country.  

The shutters were up, and I did not wish to make any noise among these 

people, though the morning was bright, it being about ten o’clock, and it was 

easy to effect entrance, for I saw a crow-bar in a big covered furniture-van 

near.  I, therefore, went northward, till I came to the British Museum, the 

cataloguing-system of which I knew well, and passed in.  There was no one 

at the library-door to bid me stop, and in the great round reading-room not a 

soul, except one old man with a bag of goître hung at his neck, and 

spectacles, he lying up a book-ladder near the shelves, a ‘reader’ to the last.  I 

got to the printed catalogues, and for an hour was upstairs among the dim 

sacred galleries of this still place, and at the sight of certain Greek and Coptic 

papyri, charters, seals, had such a dream of this ancient earth, my good God, 

as even an angel’s pen could not half express on paper.  Afterwards, I went 

away loaded with a good hundred-weight of Ordnance-maps, which I had 

stuffed into a bag found in the cloak-room, with three topographical books; I 

then, at an instrument-maker’s in Holborn, got a sextant and theodolite, and 

at a grocer’s near the river put into a sack-bag provisions to last me a week or 

two; at Blackfriars Bridge wharf-station I found a little sharp white steamer 

of a few tons, which happily was driven by liquid air, so that I had no 

troublesome fire to light: and by noon I was cutting my solitary way up the 

Thames, which flowed as before the ancient Britons were born, and saw it, 

and built mud-huts there amid the primaeval forest; and afterwards the 

Romans came, and saw it, and called it Tamesis, or Thamesis. 
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from THE POISON BELT (1913), by Arthur Conan 

Doyle 

(The Earth passes through a belt of poison gas in space, which seeps into the 

atmosphere ...) 

 

 

OU ARE TO PICTURE the loveliness of nature upon that 

August day, the freshness of the morning air, the golden 

glare of the summer sunshine, the cloudless sky, the 

luxuriant green of the Sussex woods, and the deep purple of heather-clad 

downs.  As you looked round upon the many-coloured beauty of the scene all 

thought of a vast catastrophe would have passed from your mind had it not 

been for one sinister sign—the solemn, all-embracing silence.  There is a 

gentle hum of life which pervades a closely-settled country, so deep and 

constant that one ceases to observe it, as the dweller by the sea loses all sense 

of the constant murmur of the waves.  The twitter of birds, the buzz of 

insects, the far-off echo of voices, the lowing of cattle, the distant barking of 

dogs, roar of trains, and rattle of carts—all these form one low, unremitting 

note, striking unheeded upon the ear.  We missed it now.  This deadly 

silence was appalling.  So solemn was it, so impressive, that the buzz and 

rattle of our motor-car seemed an unwarrantable intrusion, an indecent 

disregard of this reverent stillness which lay like a pall over and round the 

ruins of humanity.  It was this grim hush, and the tall clouds of smoke which 

rose here and there over the country-side from smoldering buildings, which 

cast a chill into our hearts as we gazed round at the glorious panorama of the 

Weald. 

And then there were the dead! At first those endless groups of drawn and 

grinning faces filled us with a shuddering horror.  So vivid and mordant was 

the impression that I can live over again that slow descent of the station hill, 

the passing by the nurse-girl with the two babes, the sight of the old horse on 

his knees between the shafts, the cabman twisted across his seat, and the 
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young man inside with his hand upon the open door in the very act of 

springing out.  Lower down were six reapers all in a litter, their limbs 

crossing, their dead, unwinking eyes gazing upwards at the glare of heaven.  

These things I see as in a photograph.  But soon, by the merciful provision of 

nature, the over-excited nerve ceased to respond.  The very vastness of the 

horror took away from its personal appeal.  Individuals merged into groups, 

groups into crowds, crowds into a universal phenomenon which one soon 

accepted as the inevitable detail of every scene.  Only here and there, where 

some particularly brutal or grotesque incident caught the attention, did the 

mind come back with a sudden shock to the personal and human meaning of 

it all. 

Above all, there was the fate of the children.  That, I remember, filled us 

with the strongest sense of intolerable injustice.  We could have wept — 

Mrs.  Challenger did weep — when we passed a great council school and saw 

the long trail of tiny figures scattered down the road which led from it.  They 

had been dismissed by their terrified teachers and were speeding for their 

homes when the poison caught them in its net.  Great numbers of people 

were at the open windows of the houses.  In Tunbridge Wells there was 

hardly one which had not its staring, smiling face.  At the last instant the 

need of air, that very craving for oxygen which we alone had been able to 

satisfy, had sent them flying to the window.  The sidewalks too were littered 

with men and women, hatless and bonnetless, who had rushed out of the 

houses.  Many of them had fallen in the roadway.  It was a lucky thing that 

in Lord John we had found an expert driver, for it was no easy matter to pick 

one’s way.  Passing through the villages or towns we could only go at a 

walking pace, and once, I remember, opposite the school at Tonbridge, we 

had to halt some time while we carried aside the bodies which blocked our 

path. 

A few small, definite pictures stand out in my memory from amid that long 

panorama of death upon the Sussex and Kentish high roads.  One was that of 

a great, glittering motor-car standing outside the inn at the village of 

Southborough.  It bore, as I should guess, some pleasure party upon their 
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return from Brighton or from Eastbourne.  There were three gaily dressed 

women, all young and beautiful, one of them with a Peking spaniel upon her 

lap.  With them were a rakish-looking elderly man and a young aristocrat, 

his eyeglass still in his eye, his cigarette burned down to the stub between the 

fingers of his begloved hand.  Death must have come on them in an instant 

and fixed them as they sat.  Save that the elderly man had at the last moment 

torn out his collar in an effort to breathe, they might all have been asleep.  

On one side of the car a waiter with some broken glasses beside a tray was 

huddled near the step.  On the other, two very ragged tramps, a man and a 

woman, lay where they had fallen, the man with his long, thin arm still 

outstretched, even as he had asked for alms in his lifetime.  One instant of 

time had put aristocrat, waiter, tramp, and dog upon one common footing of 

inert and dissolving protoplasm. 

I remember another singular picture, some miles on the London side of 

Sevenoaks.  There is a large convent upon the left, with a long, green slope in 

front of it.  Upon this slope were assembled a great number of school 

children, all kneeling at prayer.  In front of them was a fringe of nuns, and 

higher up the slope, facing towards them, a single figure whom we took to be 

the Mother Superior.  Unlike the pleasure-seekers in the motor-car, these 

people seemed to have had warning of their danger and to have died 

beautifully together, the teachers and the taught, assembled for their last 

common lesson. 

My mind is still stunned by that terrific experience, and I grope vainly for 

means of expression by which I can reproduce the emotions which we felt.  

Perhaps it is best and wisest not to try, but merely to indicate the facts.  Even 

Summerlee and Challenger were crushed, and we heard nothing of our 

companions behind us save an occasional whimper from the lady.  As to 

Lord John, he was too intent upon his wheel and the difficult task of 

threading his way along such roads to have time or inclination for 

conversation.  One phrase he used with such wearisome iteration that it stuck 

in my memory and at last almost made me laugh as a comment upon the day 

of doom. 
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“Pretty doin’s! What!” 

That was his exclaimation as each fresh tremendous combination of death 

and disaster displayed itself before us. “Pretty doin’s! What!” he cried, as we 

descended the station hill at Rotherfield, and it was still “Pretty doin’s! 

What!” as we picked our way through a wilderness of death in the High 

Street of Lewisham and the Old Kent Road. 

It was here that we received a sudden and amazing shock.  Out of the 

window of a humble corner house there appeared a fluttering handkerchief 

waving at the end of a long, thin human arm.  Never had the sight of 

unexpected death caused our hearts to stop and then throb so wildly as did 

this amazing indication of life.  Lord John ran the motor to the curb, and in 

an instant we had rushed through the open door of the house and up the 

staircase to the second-floor front room from which the signal proceeded. 

A very old lady sat in a chair by the open window, and close to her, laid 

across a second chair, was a cylinder of oxygen, smaller but of the same shape 

as those which had saved our own lives.  She turned her thin, drawn, 

bespectacled face toward us as we crowded in at the doorway. 

I feared that I was abandoned here forever, said she, “for I am an invalid 

and cannot stir.” 

Well, madam, Challenger answered, “it is a lucky chance that we happened 

to pass.” 

I have one all-important question to ask you, said she. “Gentlemen, I beg 

that you will be frank with me.  What effect will these events have upon 

London and North-Western Railway shares?” 

We should have laughed had it not been for the tragic eagerness with 

which she listened for our answer.  Mrs.  Burston, for that was her name, was 

an aged widow, whose whole income depended upon a small holding of this 

stock.  Her life had been regulated by the rise and fall of the dividend, and 

she could form no conception of existence save as it was affected by the 

quotation of her shares.  In vain we pointed out to her that all the money in 

the world was hers for the taking and was useless when taken.  Her old mind 
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would not adapt itself to the new idea, and she wept loudly over her vanished 

stock. “It was all I had,” she wailed. “If that is gone I may as well go too.” 

Amid her lamentations we found out how this frail old plant had lived 

where the whole great forest had fallen.  She was a confirmed invalid and an 

asthmatic.  Oxygen had been prescribed for her malady, and a tube was in 

her room at the moment of the crisis.  She had naturally inhaled some as had 

been her habit when there was a difficulty with her breathing.  It had given 

her relief, and by doling out her supply she had managed to survive the night.  

Finally she had fallen asleep and been awakened by the buzz of our motor-

car.  As it was impossible to take her on with us, we saw that she had all 

necessaries of life and promised to communicate with her in a couple of days 

at the latest.  So we left her, still weeping bitterly over her vanished stock. 

As we approached the Thames the block in the streets became thicker and 

the obstacles more bewildering.  It was with difficulty that we made our way 

across London Bridge.  The approaches to it upon the Middlesex side were 

choked from end to end with frozen traffic which made all further advance in 

that direction impossible.  A ship was blazing brightly alongside one of the 

wharves near the bridge, and the air was full of drifting smuts and of a heavy 

acrid smell of burning.  There was a cloud of dense smoke somewhere near 

the Houses of Parliament, but it was impossible from where we were to see 

what was on fire. 

I don’t know how it strikes you, Lord John remarked as he brought his 

engine to a standstill, “but it seems to me the country is more cheerful than 

the town.  Dead London is gettin’ on my nerves.  I’m for a cast round and 

then gettin’ back to Rotherfield.” 

I confess that I do not see what we can hope for here, said Professor 

Summerlee. 

At the same time, said Challenger, his great voice booming strangely amid 

the silence, “it is difficult for us to conceive that out of seven millions of 

people there is only this one old woman who by some peculiarity of 
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constitution or some accident of occupation has managed to survive this 

catastrophe.” 

If there should be others, how can we hope to find them, George? asked 

the lady. “And yet I agree with you that we cannot go back until we have 

tried.” 

Getting out of the car and leaving it by the curb, we walked with some 

difficulty along the crowded pavement of King William Street and entered 

the open door of a large insurance office.  It was a corner house, and we 

chose it as commanding a view in every direction.  Ascending the stair, we 

passed through what I suppose to have been the board-room, for eight 

elderly men were seated round a long table in the centre of it.  The high 

window was open and we all stepped out upon the balcony.  From it we 

could see the crowded city streets radiating in every direction, while below us 

the road was black from side to side with the tops of the motionless taxis.  

All, or nearly all, had their heads pointed outwards, showing how the 

terrified men of the city had at the last moment made a vain endeavor to 

rejoin their families in the suburbs or the country.  Here and there amid the 

humbler cabs towered the great brass-spangled motor-car of some wealthy 

magnate, wedged hopelessly among the dammed stream of arrested traffic.  

Just beneath us there was such a one of great size and luxurious appearance, 

with its owner, a fat old man, leaning out, half his gross body through the 

window, and his podgy hand, gleaming with diamonds, outstretched as he 

urged his chauffeur to make a last effort to break through the press. 

A dozen motor-buses towered up like islands in this flood, the passengers 

who crowded the roofs lying all huddled together and across each others’ laps 

like a child’s toys in a nursery.  On a broad lamp pedestal in the centre of the 

roadway, a burly policeman was standing, leaning his back against the post in 

so natural an attitude that it was hard to realize that he was not alive, while at 

his feet there lay a ragged newsboy with his bundle of papers on the ground 

beside him.  A paper-cart had got blocked in the crowd, and we could read in 

large letters, black upon yellow, “Scene at Lord’s.  County Match 

Interrupted.” This must have been the earliest edition, for there were other 
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placards bearing the legend, “Is It the End? Great Scientist’s Warning.” And 

another, “Is Challenger Justified? Ominous Rumours.” 

Challenger pointed the latter placard out to his wife, as it thrust itself like a 

banner above the throng.  I could see him throw out his chest and stroke his 

beard as he looked at it.  It pleased and flattered that complex mind to think 

that London had died with his name and his words still present in their 

thoughts.  His feelings were so evident that they aroused the sardonic 

comment of his colleague. 

In the limelight to the last, Challenger, he remarked. 

So it would appear, he answered complacently. “Well,” he added as he 

looked down the long vista of the radiating streets, all silent and all choked 

up with death, “I really see no purpose to be served by our staying any longer 

in London.  I suggest that we return at once to Rotherfield and then take 

counsel as to how we shall most profitably employ the years which lie before 

us.” 

Only one other picture shall I give of the scenes which we carried back in 

our memories from the dead city.  It is a glimpse which we had of the 

interior of the old church of St.  Mary’s, which is at the very point where our 

car was awaiting us.  Picking our way among the prostrate figures upon the 

steps, we pushed open the swing door and entered.  It was a wonderful sight.  

The church was crammed from end to end with kneeling figures in every 

posture of supplication and abasement.  At the last dreadful moment, 

brought suddenly face to face with the realities of life, those terrific realities 

which hang over us even while we follow the shadows, the terrified people 

had rushed into those old city churches which for generations had hardly ever 

held a congregation.  There they huddled as close as they could kneel, many 

of them in their agitation still wearing their hats, while above them in the 

pulpit a young man in lay dress had apparently been addressing them when 

he and they had been overwhelmed by the same fate.  He lay now, like Punch 

in his booth, with his head and two limp arms hanging over the ledge of the 

pulpit.  It was a nightmare, the grey, dusty church, the rows of agonized 
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figures, the dimness and silence of it all.  We moved about with hushed 

whispers, walking upon our tip-toes.  
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from GAY HUNTER (1934), by Lewis Grassic Gibbon 

(A female archeologist of the far future encounters the ruins of what was 

once a shining and futuristic London.) 

 

t rose gigantic in the afternoon air, perhaps five miles a great 

waste of tumbled pylons that caught the sunlight dazzlingly 

from cliffs and precipices of unrusting metal and flung that 

sheen high and blindingly into the air.  At first the shapes of the great 

buildings seemed to move and change before her eyes, then the last of the 

mist rolled down into the place where the sea came, and she saw the London 

of the Hierarchs, as they had left it thousands of years before, when the 

plagues came and the Sub-Men rose... 
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from THE SLEEPER AWAKES, by H.G.  Wells 

 (Graham puts all his money into a trust fund, and awakes two hundred years 

later, rich enough to dominate the world.  But he finds himself under house 

arrest.  Then he is liberated by the mysterious agents of Ostrog, a group that 

seeks to overthrow this established order ...) 

 

CHAPTER VIII: THE ROOF SPACES 

 

E SAW he had come out upon the roof of the vast city 

structure which had replaced the miscellaneous houses, 

streets and open spaces of Victorian London.  The place 

upon which he stood was level, with huge serpentine cables lying athwart it 

in every direction.  The circular wheels of a number of windmills loomed 

indistinct and gigantic through the darkness and snowfall, and roared with a 

varying loudness as the fitful white light smote up from below, touched the 

snow eddies with a transient glitter, and made an evanescent spectre in the 

night; and here and there, low down! some vaguely outlined wind-driven 

mechanism flickered with livid sparks. 

All this he appreciated in a fragmentary manner as his rescuers stood about 

him.  Someone threw a thick soft cloak of fur-like texture about him, and 

fastened it by buckled straps at waist and shoulders.  Things were said briefly, 

decisively.  Someone thrust him forward. 

Before his mind was yet clear a dark shape gripped his arm. “This way,” 

said this shape, urging him along, and pointed Graham across the flat roof in 

the direction of a dim semicircular haze of light.  Graham obeyed. 

Mind! said a voice, as Graham stumbled against a cable. “Between them 

and not across them,” said the voice.  And, “We must hurry.” 

Where are the people? said Graham. “The people you said awaited me?” 

   H
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The stranger did not answer.  He left Graham’s arm as the path grew 

narrower, and led the way with rapid strides.  Graham followed blindly.  In a 

minute he found himself running. “Are the others coming?” he panted, but 

received no reply.  His companion glanced back and ran on.  They came to a 

sort of pathway of open metal-work, transverse to the direction they had 

come, and they turned aside to follow this.  Graham looked back, but the 

snowstorm had hidden the others. 

Come on! said his guide.  Running now, they drew near a little windmill 

spinning high in the air. “Stoop,” said Graham’s guide, and they avoided an 

endless band running roaring up to the shaft of the vane. “This way!” and 

they were ankle deep in a gutter full of drifted thawing snow, between two 

low walls of metal that presently rose waist high. “I will go first,” said the 

guide.  Graham drew his cloak about him and followed.  Then suddenly 

came a narrow abyss across which the gutter leapt to the snowy darkness of 

the further side.  Graham peeped over the side once and the gulf was black.  

For a moment he regretted his flight.  He dared not look again, and his brain 

spun as he waded through the half liquid snow. 

Then out of the gutter they clambered and hurried across a wide flat space 

damp with thawing snow, and for half its extent dimly translucent to lights 

that went to and fro underneath.  He hesitated at this unstable looking 

substance, but his guide ran on unheeding, and so they came to and 

clambered up slippery steps to the rim of a great dome of glass.  Round this 

they went.  Far below a number of people seemed to be dancing, and music 

filtered through the dome....  Graham fancied he heard a shouting through 

the snowstorm, and his guide hurried him on with a new spurt of haste.  

They clambered panting to a space of huge windmills, one so vast that only 

the lower edge of its vans came rushing into sight and rushed up again and 

was lost in the night and the snow.  They hurried for a time through the 

colossal metallic tracery of its supports, and came at last above a place of 

moving platforms like the place into which Graham had looked from the 

balcony.  They crawled across the sloping transparency that covered this 
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street of platforms, crawling on hands and knees because of the slipperiness 

of the snowfall. 

For the most part the glass was bedewed, and Graham saw only hazy 

suggestions of the forms below, but near the pitch of the transparent roof the 

glass was clear, and he found himself looking sheerly down upon it all.  For 

awhile, in spite of the urgency of his guide, he gave way to vertigo and lay 

spread-eagled on the glass, sick and paralysed.  Far below, mere stirring 

specks and dots, went the people of the unsleeping city in their perpetual 

daylight, and the moving platforms ran on their incessant journey.  

Messengers and men on unknown businesses shot along the drooping cables 

and the frail bridges were crowded with men.  It was like peering into a 

gigantic glass hive, and it lay vertically below him with only a tough glass of 

unknown thickness to save him from a fall.  The street showed warm and lit, 

and Graham was wet now to the skin with thawing snow, and his feet were 

numbed with cold.  For a space he could not move. 

Come on! cried his guide, with terror in his voice. “Come on!” 

Graham reached the pitch of the roof by an effort. 

Over the ridge, following his guide’s example, he turned about and slid 

backward down the opposite slope very swiftly, amid a little avalanche of 

snow While he was sliding he thought of what would happen if some broken 

gap should come in his way.  At the edge he stumbled to his feet ankle deep 

in slush thanking heaven for an opaque footing again.  His guide was already 

clambering up a metal screen to a level expanse. 

Through the spare snowflakes above this loomed another line of vast 

windmills, and then suddenly the amorphous tumult of the rotating wheels 

was pierced with a deafening sound.  It was a mechanical shrilling of 

extraordinary intensity that seemed to come simultaneously from every point 

of the compass. 

They have missed us already! cried Graham’s guide in an accent of terror, 

and suddenly, with a blinding flash, the night became day. 
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Above the driving snow, from the summits of the wind-wheels, appeared 

vast masts carrying globes of livid light.  They receded in illimitable vistas in 

every direction.  As far as his eye could penetrate the snowfall they glared. 

Get on this, cried Graham’s conductor, and thrust him forward to a long 

grating of snowless metal that ran like a band between two slightly sloping 

expanses of snow.  It felt warm to Graham’s benurrled feet, and a faint eddy 

of steam rose from it. 

Come on! shouted his guide ten yards off, and, without waiting, ran swiftly 

through the incandescent glare towards the iron supports of the next range of 

wind-wheels.  Graham, recovering from his astonishment, followed as fast, 

convinced of his imminent capture. 

In a score of seconds they were within a tracery of glare and black shadows 

shot with moving bars beneath the monstrous wheels.  Graham’s conductor 

ran on for some time, and suddenly darted sideways and vanished into a 

black shadow in the corner of the foot of a huge support.  In another 

moment Graham was beside him. 

They cowered panting and stared out. 

The scene upon which Graham looked was very wild and strange.  The 

snow had now almost ceased; only a belated flake passed now and again 

across the picture.  But the broad stretch of level before them was a ghastly 

white, broken only by gigantic masses and moving shapes and lengthy strips 

of impenetrable darkness, vast ungainly Titans of shadow.  All about them, 

huge metallic structures, iron girders, inhumanly vast as it seemed to him, 

interlaced, and the edges of wind-wheels, scarcely moving in the lull, I passed 

in great shining curves steeper and steeper up into a luminous haze.  

Wherever the snow-spangled light struck down, beams and girders, and 

incessant bands running with a halting, indomitable resolution passed 

upward and downward into the black.  And with all that mighty activity, 

with an omnipresent sense of motive and design, this snow-clad desolation of 

mechanism seemed void of all human presence save themselves, seemed as 
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trackless and deserted and unfrequented by men as some inaccessible Alpine 

snowfield. 

They will be chasing us, cried the leader. “We are scarcely halfway there 

yet.  Cold as it is we must hide here for a space — at least until it snows more 

thickly again.” 

His teeth chattered in his head. 

Where are the markets? asked Graham staring out. “Where are all the 

people?” 

The other made no answer. 

Look! whispered Graham, crouched close, and became very still. 

The snow had suddenly become thick again, and sliding with the whirling 

eddies out of the black pit of the sky came something, vague and large and 

very swift.  It came down in a steep curve and swept round, wide wings 

extended and a trail of white condensing steam behind it, rose with an easy 

swiftness and went gliding up the air, swept horizontally forward in a wide 

curve, and vanished again in the steaming specks of snow.  And, through the 

ribs of its body, Graham saw two little men, very minute and active, 

searching the snowy areas about him, as it seemed to him, with field glasses.  

For a second they were clear, then hazy through a thick whirl of snow, then 

small and distant, and in a minute they were gone. 

Now! cried his companion. “Come!” 

He pulled Graham’s sleeve, and incontinently the two were running 

headlong down the arcade of ironwork beneath the wind-wheels.  Graham, 

running blindly, collided with his leader, who had turned back on him 

suddenly.  He found himself within a dozen yards of a black chasm.  It 

extended as far as he could see right and left.  It seemed to cut off their 

progress in either direction. 

Do as I do, whispered his guide.  He lay down and crawled to the edge, 

thrust his head over and twisted until one leg hung.  He seemed to feel for 

something with his foot, found it, and went sliding over the edge into the 
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gulf.  His head reappeared. “It is a ledge,” he whispered. “In the dark all the 

way along.  Do as I did.” 

Graham hesitated, went down upon all fours, crawled to the edge, and 

peered into a velvety blackness.  For a sickly moment he had courage neither 

to go on nor retreat, then he sat and hung his leg down, felt his guide’s hands 

pulling at him, had a horrible sensation of sliding over the edge into the 

unfathomable, splashed, and felt himself in a slushy gutter, impenetrably 

dark. 

This way, whispered the voice, and he began crawling along the gutter 

through the trickling thaw, pressing himself against the wall.  They 

continued along it for some minutes.  He seemed to pass through a hundred 

stages of misery, to pass minute after minute through a hundred degrees of 

cold, damp, and exhaustion.  In a little while he ceased to feel his hands and 

feet. 

The gutter sloped downwards.  He observed that they were now many feet 

below the edge of the buildings.  Rows of spectral white shapes like the 

ghosts of blind-drawn windows rose above them.  They came to the end of a 

cable fastened above one of these white windows, dimly visible and dropping 

into impenetrable shadows.  Suddenly his hand came against his guide’s. 

Still! whispered the latter very softly. 

He looked up with a start and saw the huge wings of the flying machine 

gliding slowly and noiselessly overhead athwart the broad band of snow-

flecked grey-blue sky.  In a moment it was hidden again. 

Keep still; they were just turning. 

For awhile both were motionless, then Graham’s companion stood up, and 

reaching towards the fastenings of the cable fumbled with some indistinct 

tackle. 

What is that? asked Graham. 

The only answer was a faint cry.  The man crouched motionless.  Graham 

peered and saw his face dimly.  He was staring down the long ribbon of sky, 
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and Graham, following his eyes, saw the flying machine small and faint and 

remote.  Then he saw that the wings spread on either side, that it headed 

towards them, that every moment it grew larger.  It was following the edge of 

the chasm towards them. 

The man’s movements became convulsive.  He thrust two cross bars into 

Graham’s hand.  Graham could not see them, he ascertained their form by 

feeling.  They were slung by thin cords to the cable.  On the cord were hand 

grips of some soft elastic substance. “Put the cross between your legs,” 

whispered the guide hysterically, “and grip the holdfasts.  Grip tightly, grip!” 

Graham did as he was told. 

Jump, said the voice. “In heaven’s name, jump!” 

For one momentous second Graham could not speak.  He was glad 

afterwards that darkness hid his face.  He said nothing.  He began to tremble 

violently.  He looked sideways at the swift shadow that swallowed up the sky 

as it rushed upon him. 

Jump! Jump — in God’s name! Or they will have us, cried Graham’s guide, 

and in the violence of his passion thrust him forward. 

Graham tottered convulsively, gave a sobbing cry, a cry in spite of himself, 

and then, as the flying machine swept over them, fell forward into the pit of 

that darkness, seated on the cross wood and holding the ropes with the 

clutch of death.  Something cracked, something rapped smartly against a 

wall.  He heard the pulley of the cradle hum on its rope.  He heard the 

aeronauts shout.  He felt a pair of knees digging into his back....  He was 

sweeping headlong through the air, falling through the air.  All his strength 

was in his hands.  He would have screamed but he had no breath. 

He shot into a blinding light that made him grip the tighter.  He 

recognised the great passage with the running ways, the hanging lights and 

interlacing girders.  They rushed upward and by him.  He had a momentary 

impression of a great circular aperture yawning to swallow him up. 
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He was in the dark again, falling, falling, gripping with aching hands, and 

behold! a clap of sound, a burst of light, and he was in a brightly lit hall with 

a roaring multitude of people beneath his feet.  The people! His people! A 

proscenium, a stage rushed up towards him, and his cable swept down to a 

circular aperture to the right of this.  He felt he was travelling slower, and 

suddenly very much slower.  He distinguished shouts of “Saved! The Master.  

He is safe!” The stage rushed up towards him with rapidly diminishing 

swiftness.  Then— 

He heard the man clinging behind him shout as if suddenly terrified, and 

this shout was echoed by a shout from below.  He felt that he was no longer 

gliding along the cable but falling with it.  There was a tumult of yells, 

screams and cries.  He felt something soft against his extended hand, and the 

impact of a broken fall quivering through his arm... 

He wanted to be still and the people were lifting him.  He believed 

afterwards he was carried to the platform and given some drink, but he was 

never sure.  He did not notice what became of his guide.  When his mind 

was clear again he was on his feet; eager hands were assisting him to stand.  

He was in a big alcove, occupying the position that in his previous experience 

had been devoted to the lower boxes.  If this was indeed a theatre. 

A mighty tumult was in his ears, a thunderous roar, the shouting of a 

countless multitude. “It is the Sleeper! The Sleeper is with us!” 

The Sleeper is with us! The Master — the Owner! The Master is with us.  

He is safe. 

Graham had a surging vision of a great hall crowded with people.  He saw 

no individuals, he was conscious of a froth of pink faces, of waving arms and 

garments, he felt the occult influence of a vast crowd pouring over him, 

buoying him up.  There were balconies, galleries, great archways giving 

remoter perspectives, and everywhere people, a vast arena of people, densely 

packed and cheering.  Across the nearer space lay the collapsed cable like a 

huge snake.  It had been cut by the men of the flying machine at its upper 

end, and had crumpled down into the hall.  Men seemed to be hauling this 
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out of the way.  But the whole effect was vague, the very buildings throbbed 

and leapt with the roar of the voices. 

He stood unsteadily and looked at those about him.  Someone supported 

him by one arm. “Let me go into a little room,” he said, weeping; “a little 

room,” and could say no more.  A man in black stepped forward, took his 

disengaged arm.  He was aware of officious men opening a door before him.  

Someone guided him to a seat.  He staggered.  He sat down heavily and 

covered his face with his hands; he was trembling violently, his nervous 

control was at an end.  He was relieved of his cloak, he could not remember 

how; his purple hose he saw were black with wet.  People were running about 

him, things were happening, but for some time he gave no heed to them. 

He had escaped.  A myriad of cries told him that.  He was safe.  These 

were the people who were on his side.  For a space he sobbed for breath, and 

then he sat still with his face covered.  The air was full of the shouting of 

innumerable men.  
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from THE LAST MAN, by Mary Shelley 

(In the year 2094, a great and virulent plague spreads across Europe from the 

east, and comes eventually to threaten London.) 

 

 

N THE eighteenth of this month news arrived in London 

that the plague was in France and Italy.  These tidings 

were at first whispered about town; but no one dared 

express aloud the soul-quailing intelligence.  When any one met a friend in 

the street, he only cried as he hurried on, “You know!” — while the other, 

with an exclaimation of fear and horror, would answer, — “What will 

become of us?” At length it was mentioned in the newspapers.  The 

paragraph was inserted in an obscure part: “We regret to state that there can 

be no longer a doubt of the plague having been introduced at Leghorn, 

Genoa, and Marseilles.” No word of comment followed; each reader made 

his own fearful one.  We were as a man who hears that his house is burning, 

and yet hurries through the streets, borne along by a lurking hope of a 

mistake, till he turns the corner, and sees his sheltering roof enveloped in a 

flame.  Before it had been a rumour; but now in words uneraseable, in 

definite and undeniable print, the knowledge went forth.  Its obscurity of 

situation rendered it the more conspicuous: the diminutive letters grew 

gigantic to the bewildered eye of fear: they seemed graven with a pen of iron, 

impressed by fire, woven in the clouds, stamped on the very front of the 

universe. 

   The English, whether travellers or residents, came pouring in one great 

revulsive stream, back on their own country; and with them crowds of 

Italians and Spaniards.  Our little island was filled even to bursting.  At first 

an unusual quantity of specie made its appearance with the emigrants; but 

these people had no means of receiving back into their hands what they spent 

among us.  With the advance of summer, and the increase of the distemper, 

rents were unpaid, and their remittances failed them.  It was impossible to 

   O 
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see these crowds of wretched, perishing creatures, late nurslings of luxury, 

and not stretch out a hand to save them.  As at the conclusion of the 

eighteenth century, the English unlocked their hospitable store, for the relief 

of those driven from their homes by political revolution; so now they were 

not backward in affording aid to the victims of a more wide-spreading 

calamity.  We had many foreign friends whom we eagerly sought out, and 

relieved from dreadful penury.  Our Castle became an asylum for the 

unhappy.  A little population occupied its halls.  The revenue of its possessor, 

which had always found a mode of expenditure congenial to his generous 

nature, was now attended to more parsimoniously, that it might embrace a 

wider portion of utility.  It was not however money, except partially, but the 

necessaries of life, that became scarce.  It was difficult to find an immediate 

remedy.  The usual one of imports was entirely cut off.  In this emergency, to 

feed the very people to whom we had given refuge, we were obliged to yield 

to the plough and the mattock our pleasure-grounds and parks.  Live stock 

diminished sensibly in the country, from the effects of the great demand in 

the market.  Even the poor deer, our antlered proteges, were obliged to fall 

for the sake of worthier pensioners.  The labour necessary to bring the lands 

to this sort of culture, employed and fed the offcasts of the diminished 

manufactories. 

 

   Winter was hailed, a general and never-failing physician.  The embrowning 

woods, and swollen rivers, the evening mists, and morning frosts, were 

welcomed with gratitude.  The effects of purifying cold were immediately 

felt; and the lists of mortality abroad were curtailed each week.  Many of our 

visitors left us: those whose homes were far in the south, fled delightedly 

from our northern winter, and sought their native land, secure of plenty even 

after their fearful visitation.  We breathed again.  What the coming summer 
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would bring, we knew not; but the present months were our own, and our 

hopes of a cessation of pestilence were high. 

 

   [...] once again let me fancy myself as I was in 2094 in my abode at 

Windsor, let me close my eyes, and imagine that the immeasurable boughs of 

its oaks still shadow me, its castle walls anear.  Let fancy portray the joyous 

scene of the twentieth of June, such as even now my aching heart recalls it. 

   Circumstances had called me to London; here I heard talk that symptoms 

of the plague had occurred in hospitals of that city.  I returned to Windsor; 

my brow was clouded, my heart heavy; I entered the Little Park, as was my 

custom, at the Frogmore gate, on my way to the Castle.  A great part of these 

grounds had been given to cultivation, and strips of potatoe-land and corn 

were scattered here and there.  The rooks cawed loudly in the trees above; 

mixed with their hoarse cries I heard a lively strain of music.  It was Alfred’s 

birthday.  The young people, the Etonians, and children of the neighbouring 

gentry, held a mock fair, to which all the country people were invited.  The 

park was speckled by tents, whose flaunting colours and gaudy flags, waving 

in the sunshine, added to the gaiety of the scene.  On a platform erected 

beneath the terrace, a number of the younger part of the assembly were 

dancing.  I leaned against a tree to observe them.  The band played the wild 

eastern air of Weber introduced in Abon Hassan; its volatile notes gave 

wings to the feet of the dancers, while the lookers-on unconsciously beat 

time.  At first the tripping measure lifted my spirit with it, and for a moment 

my eyes gladly followed the mazes of the dance.  The revulsion of thought 

passed like keen steel to my heart.  Ye are all going to die, I thought; already 

your tomb is built up around you. 
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   Meanwhile among our guests in the park, all thoughts of festivity had 

faded.  As summer-flies are scattered by rain, so did this congregation, late 

noisy and happy, in sadness and melancholy murmurs break up, dwindling 

away apace.  With the set sun and the deepening twilight the park became 

nearly empty.  Adrian and Ryland were still in earnest discussion. [...] While 

the rest of the company, in confused murmur, which grew louder and louder, 

gave voice to their many fears. 

   The younger part gathered round me to ask my advice; and those who had 

friends in London were anxious beyond the rest, to ascertain the present 

extent of disease in the metropolis.  I encouraged them with such thoughts of 

cheer as presented themselves.  I told them exceedingly few deaths had yet 

been occasioned by pestilence, and gave them hopes, as we were the last 

visited, so the calamity might have lost its most venomous power before it 

had reached us.  The cleanliness, habits of order, and the manner in which 

our cities were built, were all in our favour.  As it was an epidemic, its chief 

force was derived from pernicious qualities in the air, and it would probably 

do little harm where this was naturally salubrious.  At first, I had spoken only 

to those nearest me; but the whole assembly gathered about me, and I found 

that I was listened to by all.  

 

The plague was in London! Fools that we were not long ago to have foreseen 

this.  We wept over the ruin of the boundless continents of the east, and the 

desolation of the western world; while we fancied that the little channel 

between our island and the rest of the earth was to preserve us alive among 

the dead.  It were no mighty leap methinks from Calais to Dover.  The eye 
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easily discerns the sister land; they were united once; and the little path that 

runs between looks in a map but as a trodden footway through high grass.  

Yet this small interval was to save us: the sea was to rise a wall of adamant 

without, disease and misery within, a shelter from evil, a nook of the garden 

of paradise — a particle of celestial soil, which no evil could invade — truly 

we were wise in our generation, to imagine all these things! 

But we are awake now.  The plague is in London; the air of England is 

tainted, and her sons and daughters strew the unwholesome earth.  And now, 

the sea, late our defence, seems our prison bound; hemmed in by its gulphs, 

we shall die like the famished inhabitants of a besieged town.  Other nations 

have a fellowship in death; but we, shut out from all neighbourhood, must 

bury our own dead, and little England become a wide, wide tomb. 

 

It was not until I arrived at Brentford, that I perceived much change in the 

face of the country.  The better sort of houses were shut up; the busy trade of 

the town palsied; there was an air of anxiety among the few passengers I met, 

and they looked wonderingly at my carriage—the first they had seen pass 

towards London, since pestilence sat on its high places, and possessed its 

busy streets.  I met several funerals; they were slenderly attended by 

mourners, and were regarded by the spectators as omens of direst import.  

Some gazed on these processions with wild eagerness— others fled timidly—

some wept aloud. 

   Adrian’s chief endeavour, after the immediate succour of the sick, had been 

to disguise the symptoms and progress of the plague from the inhabitants of 

London.  He knew that fear and melancholy forebodings were powerful 

assistants to disease; that desponding and brooding care rendered the 

physical nature of man peculiarly susceptible of infection.  No unseemly 

sights were therefore discernible: the shops were in general open, the 

concourse of passengers in some degree kept up.  But although the 



 

   113 

appearance of an infected town was avoided, to me, who had not beheld it 

since the commencement of the visitation, London appeared sufficiently 

changed.  There were no carriages, and grass had sprung high in the streets; 

the houses had a desolate look; most of the shutters were closed; and there 

was a ghast and frightened stare in the persons I met, very different from the 

usual business-like demeanour of the Londoners. 

 

I had never before beheld one killed by pestilence.  While every mind was full 

of dismay at its effects, a craving for excitement had led us to peruse De Foe’s 

account, and the masterly delineations of the author of Arthur Mervyn.  The 

pictures drawn in these books were so vivid, that we seemed to have 

experienced the results depicted by them.  But cold were the sensations 

excited by words, burning though they were, and describing the death and 

misery of thousands, compared to what I felt in looking on the corpse of this 

unhappy stranger.  This indeed was the plague.  I raised his rigid limbs, I 

marked the distortion of his face, and the stony eyes lost to perception.  As I 

was thus occupied, chill horror congealed my blood, making my flesh quiver 

and my hair to stand on end.  Half insanely I spoke to the dead.  So the 

plague killed you, I muttered.  How came this? Was the coming painful? You 

look as if the enemy had tortured, before he murdered you.  And now I leapt 

up precipitately, and escaped from the hut, before nature could revoke her 

laws, and inorganic words be breathed in answer from the lips of the 

departed. 

 

The overgrown metropolis, the great heart of mighty Britain, was pulseless.  

Commerce had ceased.  All resort for ambition or pleasure was cut off—the 
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streets were grass-grown — the houses empty — the few, that from necessity 

remained, seemed already branded with the taint of inevitable pestilence. 

 

In August, the plague had appeared in the country of England, and during 

September it made its ravages.  Towards the end of October it dwindled 

away, and was in some degree replaced by a typhus, of hardly less virulence.  

The autumn was warm and rainy: the infirm and sickly died off—happier 

they: many young people flushed with health and prosperity, made pale by 

wasting malady, became the inhabitants of the grave.  The crop had failed, 

the bad corn, and want of foreign wines, added vigour to disease.  Before 

Christmas half England was under water.  

 

[Several years later] London did not contain above a thousand inhabitants; 

and this number was continually diminishing.  Most of them were country 

people, come up for the sake of change; the Londoners had sought the 

country.  The busy eastern part of the town was silent, or at most you saw 

only where, half from cupidity, half from curiosity, the warehouses had been 

more ransacked than pillaged: bales of rich India goods, shawls of price, 

jewels, and spices, unpacked, strewed the floors.  In some places the possessor 

had to the last kept watch on his store, and died before the barred gates.  The 

massy portals of the churches swung creaking on their hinges; and some few 

lay dead on the pavement. 
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In the autumn of this year 2096, the spirit of emigration crept in among the 

few survivors, who, congregating from various parts of England, met in 

London. [...] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

116 

THE DOOM OF LONDON (1892), by Robert Barr 

 

 

 

I 

 TRUST I am thankful my life has been spared until I have 

seen that most brilliant epoch of the world’s history — the 

middle of the 20th century.  It would be useless for any man to 

disparage the vast achievements of the past fifty years, and if I venture to call 

attention to the fact, now apparently forgotten, that the people of the 19th 

century succeeded in accomplishing many notable things, it must not be 

imagined that I intend thereby to discount in any measure the marvellous 

inventions of the present age.  Men have always been somewhat prone to 

look with a certain condescension upon those who lived fifty or a hundred 

years before them.  This seems to me the especial weakness of the present 

age; a feeling of national self-conceit, which, when it exists, should at least be 

kept as much in the background as possible.  It will astonish many to know 

that such also was a failing of the people of the 19th century.  They imagined 

themselves living in an age of progress, and while I am not foolish enough to 

attempt to prove that they did anything really worth recording, yet it must be 

admitted by any unprejudiced man of research that their inventions were at 

least stepping-stones to those of to-day.  Although the telephone and 

telegraph, and all other electrical appliances, are now to be found only in our 

national museums, or in the private collections of those few men who take 

any interest in the doings of the last century, nevertheless, the study of the 

now obsolete science of electricity led up to the recent discovery of vibratory 

ether which does the work of the world so satisfactorily.  The people of the 

19th century were not fools, and although I am well aware that this 

statement will be received with scorn where it attracts any attention 

whatever, yet who can say that the progress of the next half-century may not 

be as great as that of the one now ended, and that the people of the next 

   I 
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century may not look upon us with the same contempt which we feel toward 

those who lived fifty years ago? 

   Being an old man, I am, perhaps, a laggard who dwells in the past rather 

than the present; still, it seems to me that such an article as that which 

appeared recently in Blackwood from the talented pen of Prof. Mowberry, of 

Oxford University, is utterly unjustifiable.  Under the title of “Did the People 

of London Deserve their Fate?” he endeavors to show that the simultaneous 

blotting out of millions of human beings was a beneficial event, the good 

results of which we still enjoy.  According to him, Londoners were so dull-

witted and stupid, so incapable of improvement, so sodden in the vice of 

mere money-gathering, that nothing but their total extinction would have 

sufficed, and that, instead of being an appalling catastrophe, the doom of 

London was an unmixed blessing.  In spite of the unanimous approval with 

which this article has been received by the press, I still maintain that such 

writing is uncalled for, and that there is something to be said for the London 

of the 19th century. 

 

II 

The indignation I felt in first reading the article alluded to still remains with 

me, and it has caused me to write these words, giving some account of what I 

must still regard, in spite of the sneers of the present age, as the most terrible 

disaster that ever overtook a portion of the human race.  I shall not endeavor 

to place before those who read, any record of the achievements pertaining to 

the time in question.  But I would like to say a few words about the alleged 

stupidity of the people of London in making no preparations for a disaster 

regarding which they had continual and ever-recurring warning.  They have 

been compared with the inhabitants of Pompeii making merry at the foot of 

a volcano.  In the first place, fogs were so common in London, especially in 

winter, that no particular attention was paid to them.  They were merely 

looked upon as inconvenient annoyances, interrupting traffic and prejudicial 

to health, but I doubt if anyone thought it possible for a fog to become one 
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vast smothering mattress pressed down upon a whole metropolis, 

extinguishing life as if the city suffered from hopeless hydrophobia.  I have 

read that victims bitten by mad dogs were formerly put out of their sufferings 

in that way, although I doubt much if such things were ever actually done, 

notwithstanding the charges of savage barbarity now made against the people 

of the 19th century. 

   Probably, the inhabitants of Pompeii were so accustomed to the eruptions 

of Vesuvius that they gave no thought to the possibility of their city being 

destroyed by a storm of ashes and an overflow of lava.  Rain frequently 

descended upon London, and if a rainfall continued long enough it would 

certainly have flooded the metropolis, but no precautions were taken against 

a flood from the clouds.  Why, then, should the people have been expected to 

prepare for a catastrophe from fog, such as there had never been any 

experience of in the world’s history? The people of London were far from 

being the sluggish dolts present-day writers would have us believe. 

 

III 

As fog has now been abolished both on sea and land, and as few of the 

present generation have even seen one, it may not be out of place to give a 

few lines on the subject of fogs in general, and the London fogs in particular, 

which through local peculiarities differed from all others.  A fog was simply 

watery vapor rising from the marshy surface of the land or from the sea, or 

condensed into a cloud from the saturated atmosphere.  In my day, fogs were 

a great danger at sea, for people then travelled by means of steamships that 

sailed upon the surface of the ocean. 

   London at the end of the 19th century consumed vast quantities of a soft 

bituminous coal for the purpose of heating rooms and of preparing food.  In 

the morning and during the day, clouds of black smoke were poured forth 

from thousands of chimneys.  When a mass of white vapor arose in the night 

these clouds of smoke fell upon the fog, pressing it down, filtering slowly 

through it, and adding to its density.  The sun would have absorbed the fog 
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but for the layer of smoke that lay thick above the vapor and prevented the 

rays reaching it.  Once this condition of things prevailed, nothing could clear 

London but a breeze of wind from any direction.  London frequently had a 

seven days’ fog, and sometimes a seven days’ calm, but these two conditions 

never coincided until the last year of the last century.  The coincidence, as 

everyone knows, meant death — death so wholesale that no war the earth has 

ever seen left such slaughter behind it.  To understand the situation, one has 

only to imagine the fog as taking the place of the ashes at Pompeii, and the 

coal-smoke as being the lava that covered it.  The result to the inhabitants in 

both cases was exactly the same. 

 

IV 

I was at the time confidential clerk to the house of Fulton, Brixton & Co., a 

firm in Cannon Street, dealing largely in chemicals and chemical apparatus.  

Fulton I never knew; he died long before my time.  Sir John Brixton was my 

chief, knighted, I believe, for services to his party, or because he was an 

official in the City during some royal progress through it; I have forgotten 

which.  My small room was next to his large one, and my chief duty was to 

see that no one had an interview with Sir John unless he was an important 

man or had important business.  Sir John was a difficult man to see, and a 

difficult man to deal with when he was seen.  He had little respect for most 

men’s feelings, and none at all for mine.  If I allowed a man to enter his room 

who should have been dealt with by one of the minor members of the 

company, Sir John made no effort to conceal his opinion of me.  One day, in 

the autumn of the last year of the century, an American was shown into my 

room.  Nothing would do but he must have an interview with Sir John 

Brixton.  I told him that it was impossible, as Sir John was extremely busy, 

but that if he explained his business to me I would lay it before Sir John at 

the first favorable opportunity.  The American demurred at this, but finally 

accepted the inevitable.  He was the inventor, he said, of a machine that 

would revolutionize life in London, and he wanted Fulton, Brixton & Co. to 
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become agents for it.  The machine, which he had in a small handbag with 

him, was of white metal, and it was so constructed that by turning an index it 

gave out greater or less volumes of oxygen gas.  The gas, I understood, was 

stored in the interior in liquid form under great pressure, and would last, if I 

remember rightly, for six months without recharging. There was also a 

rubber tube with a mouthpiece attached to it, and the American said that if a 

man took a few whiffs a day, he would experience beneficial results.  Now, I 

knew there was not the slightest use in showing the machine to Sir John, 

because we dealt in old-established British apparatus, and never in any of the 

new-fangled Yankee contraptions.  Besides, Sir John had a prejudice against 

Americans, and I felt sure this man would exasperate him, as he was a most 

cadaverous specimen of the race, with high nasal tones, and a most 

deplorable pronunciation, much given to phrases savoring of slang; and he 

exhibited also a certain nervous familiarity of demeanor towards people to 

whom he was all but a complete stranger.  It was impossible for me to allow 

such a man to enter the presence of Sir John Brixton, and when he returned 

some days later I explained to him, I hope with courtesy, that the head of the 

house regretted very much his inability to consider his proposal regarding the 

machine.  The ardor of the American seemed in no way dampened by this 

rebuff.  He said I could not have explained the possibilities of the apparatus 

properly to Sir John; he characterized it as a great invention, and said it 

meant a fortune to whoever obtained the agency for it.  He hinted that other 

noted London houses were anxious to secure it, but for some reason not 

stated he preferred to deal with us.  He left some printed pamphlets referring 

to the invention, and said he would call again. 

 

V 

Many a time I have since thought of that persistent American, and wondered 

whether he left London before the disaster, or was one of the unidentified 

thousands who were buried in unmarked graves.  Little did Sir John think 

when he expelled him with some asperity from his presence, that he was 
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turning away an offer of life, and that the heated words he used were, in 

reality, a sentence of death upon himself.  For my own part, I regret that I 

lost my temper, and told the American his business methods did not 

commend themselves to me.  Perhaps he did not feel the sting of this; 

indeed, I feel certain he did not, for, unknowingly, he saved my life.  Be that 

as it may, he showed no resentment, but immediately asked me out to drink 

with him, an offer I was compelled to refuse.  But I am getting ahead of my 

story.  Indeed, being unaccustomed to writing, it is difficult for me to set 

down events in their proper sequence.  The American called upon me several 

times after I told him our house could not deal with him.  He got into the 

habit of dropping in upon me unannounced, which I did not at all like, but I 

gave no instructions regarding his intrusions, because I had no idea of the 

extremes to which he was evidently prepared to go.  One day, as he sat near 

my desk reading a paper, I was temporarily called from the room.  When I 

returned I thought he had gone, taking his machine with him, but a moment 

later I was shocked to hear his high nasal tones in Sir John’s room alternating 

with the deep notes of my chief’s voice, which apparently exercised no such 

dread upon the American as upon those who were more accustomed to them.  

I at once entered the room, and was about to explain to Sir John that the 

American was there through no connivance of mine, when my chief asked 

me to be silent, and, turning to his visitor, gruffly requested him to proceed 

with his interesting narration.  The inventor needed no second invitation, but 

went on with his glib talk, while Sir John’s frown grew deeper, and his face 

became redder under his fringe of white hair.  When the American had 

finished, Sir John roughly bade him begone, and take his accursed machine 

with him.  He said it was an insult for a person with one foot in the grave to 

bring a so-called health invention to a robust man who never had a day’s 

illness, I do not know why he listened so long to the American, when he had 

made up his mind from the first not to deal with him, unless it was to punish 

me for inadvertently allowing the stranger to enter.  The interview distressed 

me exceedingly, as I stood there helpless, knowing Sir John was becoming 

more and more angry with every word the foreigner uttered, but, at last, I 

succeeded in drawing the inventor and his work into my own room and 
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closing the door.  I sincerely hoped I would never see the American again, 

and my wish was gratified.  He insisted on setting his machine going, and 

placing it on a shelf in my room.  He asked me to slip it into Sir John’s room 

come foggy day and note the effect.  The man said he would call again, but 

he never did. 

 

VI 

It was on a Friday that the fog came down upon us.  The weather was very 

fine up to the middle of November that autumn.  The fog did not seem to 

have anything unusual about it.  I have seen many worse fogs than that 

appeared to be.  As day followed day, however, the atmosphere became 

denser and darker, caused, I suppose, by the increasing volume of coal-smoke 

poured out upon it.  The peculiarity about those seven days was the intense 

stillness of the air.  We were, although we did not know it, under an air-

proof canopy, and were slowly but surely exhausting the life-giving oxygen 

around us, and replacing it by poisonous carbonic acid gas.  Scientific men 

have since showed that a simple mathematical calculation might have told us 

exactly when the last atom of oxygen would have been consumed; but it is 

easy to be wise after the event.  The body of the greatest mathematician in 

England was found in the Strand.  He came that morning from Cambridge.  

During the fog there was always a marked increase in the death rate, and on 

this occasion the increase was no greater than usual until the sixth day.  The 

newspapers on the morning of the seventh were full of startling statistics, but 

at the time of going to press the full significance of the alarming figures was 

not realized.  The editorials of the morning papers on the seventh day 

contained no warning of the calamity that was so speedily to follow their 

appearance.  I lived then at Ealing, a Western suburb of London, and came 

every morning to Cannon Street by a certain train.  I had up to the sixth day 

experienced no inconvenience from the fog, and this was largely due, I am 

convinced, to the unnoticed operations of the American machine. 
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   On the fifth and sixth days Sir John did not come to the City, but he was 

in his office on the seventh.  The door between his room and mine was 

closed.  Shortly after ten o’clock I heard a cry in his room, followed by a 

heavy fall.  I opened the door, and saw Sir John lying face downwards on the 

floor.  Hastening towards him, I felt for the first time the deadly effect of the 

deoxygenized atmosphere, and before I reached him I fell first on one knee 

and then headlong.  I realized that my senses were leaving me, and 

instinctively crawled back to my own room, where the oppression was at once 

lifted, and I stood again upon my feet, gasping.  I closed the door of Sir 

John’s room, thinking it filled with poisonous fumes, as, indeed, it was.  I 

called loudly for help, but there was no answer.  On opening the door to the 

main office I met again what I thought was the noxious vapor.  Speedily as I 

closed the door, I was impressed by the intense silence of the usually busy 

office, and saw that some of the clerks were motionless on the floor, and 

others sat with their heads on their desks as if asleep.  Even at this awful 

moment I did not realize that what I saw was common to all London, and 

not, as I imagined, a local disaster, caused by the breaking of some carboys in 

our cellar. (It was filled with chemicals of every kind, of whose properties I 

was ignorant, dealing as I did with the accountant, and not the scientific side 

of our business.) I opened the only window in my room, and again shouted 

for help.  The street was silent and dark in the ominously still fog, and what 

now froze me with horror was meeting the same deadly, stifling atmosphere 

that was in the rooms.  In falling I brought down the window, and shut out 

the poisonous air.  Again I revived, and slowly the true state of things began 

to dawn upon me. 

   I was in an oasis of oxygen.  I at once surmised that the machine on my 

shelf was responsible for the existence of this oasis in a vast desert of deadly 

gas.  I took down the American’s machine, fearful in moving it that I might 

stop its working.  Taking the mouthpiece between my lips I again entered Sir 

John’s room, this time without feeling any ill effects.  My poor master was 

long beyond human help.  There was evidently no one alive in the building 

except myself.  Out in the street all was silent and dark.  The gas was 
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extinguished, but here and there in shops the incandescent lights were still 

weirdly burning, depending, as they did, on accumulators, and not on direct 

engine power.  I turned automatically towards Cannon Street Station, 

knowing my way to it even if blindfolded, stumbling over bodies prone on 

the pavement, and in crossing the street I ran against a motionless ‘bus, 

spectral in the fog, with dead horses lying in front, and their reins dangling 

from the nerveless hand of a dead driver.  The ghostlike passengers, equally 

silent, sat bolt upright, or hung over the edge boards in attitudes horribly 

grotesque. 

 

VII 

If a man’s reasoning faculties were alert at such a time (I confess mine were 

dormant), he would have known there could be no trains at Cannon Street 

Station, for if there was not enough oxygen in the air to keep a man alive, or 

a gas-jet alight, there would certainly not be enough to enable an engine fire 

to burn, even if the engineer retained sufficient energy to attend to his task.  

At times instinct is better than reason, and it proved so in this case.  The 

railway from Ealing in those days came under the City in a deep tunnel.  It 

would appear that in this underground passage the carbonic acid gas would 

first find a resting-place on account of its weight; but such was not the fact.  I 

imagine that a current through the tunnel brought from the outlying districts 

a supply of comparatively pure air that, for some minutes after the general 

disaster, maintained human life.  Be this as it may, the long platforms of 

Cannon Street Underground Station presented a fearful spectacle.  A train 

stood at the down platform.  The electric lights burned fitfully.  This 

platform was crowded with men, who fought each other like demons, 

apparently for no reason, because the train was already packed as full as it 

could hold.  Hundreds were dead under foot, and every now and then a blast 

of foul air came along the tunnel, whereupon hundreds more would relax 

their grips, and succumb.  Over their bodies the survivors fought, with 

continually thinning ranks.  It seemed to me that most of those in the 
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standing train were dead.  Sometimes a desperate body of fighters climbed 

over those lying in heaps and, throwing open a carriage door, hauled out 

passengers already in, and took their places, gasping.  Those in the train 

offered no resistance, and lay motionless where they were flung, or rolled 

helplessly under the wheels of the train.  I made my way along the wall as 

well as I could to the engine, wondering why the train did not go.  The 

engineer lay on the floor of his cab, and the fires were out. 

Custom is a curious thing.  The struggling mob, fighting wildly for places in 

the carriages, were so accustomed to trains arriving and departing that it 

apparently occurred to none of them that the engineer was human and 

subject to the same atmospheric conditions as themselves.  I placed the 

mouthpiece between his purple lips, and, holding my own breath like a 

submerged man, succeeded in reviving him.  He said that if I gave him the 

machine he would take out the train as far as the steam already in the boiler 

would carry it.  I refused to do this, but stepped on the engine with him, 

saying it would keep life in both of us until we got out into better air.  In a 

surly manner he agreed to this and started the train, but he did not play fair.  

Each time he refused to give up the machine until I was in a fainting 

condition with holding in my breath, and, finally, he felled me to the floor of 

the cab.  I imagine that the machine rolled off the train as I fell and that he 

jumped after it.  The remarkable thing is that neither of us needed the 

machine, for I remember that just after we started I noticed through the open 

iron door that the engine fire suddenly became aglow again, although at the 

time I was in too great a state of bewilderment and horror to understand 

what it meant.  A western gale had sprung up — an hour too late.  Even 

before we left Cannon Street those who still survived were comparatively 

safe, for one hundred and sixty-seven persons were rescued from that fearful 

heap of dead on the platforms, although many died within a day or two after, 

and others never recovered their reason.  When I regained my senses after 

the blow dealt by the engineer, I found myself alone, and the train speeding 

across the Thames near Kew.  I tried to stop the engine, but did not succeed.  

However, in experimenting, I managed to turn on the air brake, which in 
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some degree checked the train, and lessened the impact when the crash came 

at Richmond terminus.  I sprang off on the platform before the engine 

reached the terminal buffers, and saw passing me like a nightmare the ghastly 

trainload of the dead.  Most of the doors were swinging open, and every 

compartment was jammed full, although, as I afterwards learned, at each 

curve of the permanent way, or extra lurch of the train, bodies had fallen out 

all along the line.  The smash at Richmond made no difference to the 

passengers.  Besides myself, only two persons were taken alive from the train, 

and one of these, his clothes torn from his back in the struggle was sent to an 

asylum, where he was never able to tell who he was; neither, as far as I know, 

did anyone ever claim him. 
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from THE THAMES VALLEY CATASTROPHE 

(1897), by Grant Allen 

 

 

HEN I reached the hill by Hedsor Church — a neat, 

small building, whose shell still stands, though scorched 

and charred, by the edge of the desert — I was able to 

pause for half a minute to recover breath, and to look back upon the scene of 

the first disaster. 

   It was a terrible and yet I felt even then a beautiful sight— beautiful with 

the awful and unearthly beauty of a great forest fire, or a mighty 

conflagration in some crowded city.  The whole river valley, up which I 

looked, was one sea of fire.  Barriers of red-hot lava formed themselves for a 

moment now and again where the outer edge or vanguard of the inundation 

had cooled a little on the surface by exposure: and over these temporary 

dams, fresh cataracts of white-hot material poured themselves afresh into the 

valley beyond it.  After a while, as the deeper portion of basalt was pushed 

out all was white alike.  So glorious it looked in the morning sunshine that 

one could hardly realize the appalling reality of that sea of molten gold; one 

might almost have imagined a splendid triumph of the scene painter’s art, did 

one not know that it was actually a river of fire, overwhelming, consuming, 

and destroying every object before it in its devastating progress. 

   I tried vaguely to discover the source of the disaster.  Looking straight up 

stream, past Bourne End and Marlow, I descried with bleared and dazzled 

eyes a whiter mass than any, glowing fiercely in the daylight like an electric 

light, and filling up the narrow gorge of the river towards Hurley and 

Henley.  I recollected at once that this portion of the valley was not usually 

visible from Hedsor Hill, and almost without thinking of it I instinctively 

guessed the reason why it had become so now: it was the centre of 

disturbance — the earth’s crust just there had bulged upward slightly, till it 

cracked and gaped to emit the basalt. 

   W
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   Looking harder, I could make out (though it was like looking at the sun) 

that the glowing white dome-shaped mass, as of an electric light, was the 

molten lava as it gurgled from the mouth of the vast fissure.  I say vast, 

because so it seemed to me, though, as everybody now knows, the actual gap 

where the earth opened measures no more than eight miles across, from a 

point near what was once Shiplake Ferry to the site of the old lime-kilns at 

Marlow.  Yet when one saw the eruption actually taking place, the colossal 

scale of it was what most appalled one.  A sea of fire, eight to twelve miles 

broad, in the familiar Thames Valley, impressed and terrified one a thousand 

times more than a sea of fire ten times as vast in the nameless wilds of 

Western America. 

   I could see dimly, too, that the flood spread in every direction from its 

central point, both up and down the river.  To right and left, indeed, it was 

soon checked and hemmed in by the hills about Wargrave and Medmenham; 

but downward, it had filled the entire valley as far as Cookham and beyond; 

while upward, it spread in one vast glowing sheet towards Reading and the 

flats by the confluence of the Kennet.  I did not then know, of course, that 

this gigantic natural dam or barrier was later on to fill up the whole low-lying 

level, and so block the course of the two rivers as to form those twin expanses 

of inland water, Lake Newbury and Lake Oxford.  Tourists who now look 

down on still summer evenings where the ruins of Magdalen and of Merton 

may be dimly descried through the pale green depths, their broken masonry 

picturesquely overgrown with tangled water-weeds, can form but little idea of 

the terrible scene which that peaceful bank presented while the incandescent 

lava was pouring forth in a scorching white flood towards the doomed 

district.  Merchants who crowd the busy quays of those mushroom cities 

which have sprung up with greater rapidity than Chicago or Johannesburg on 

the indented shore where the new lakes abut upon the Berkshire Chalk 

Downs have half forgotten the horror of the intermediate time when the 

waters of the two rivers rose slowly, slowly, day after day, to choke their 

valleys and overwhelm some of the most glorious architecture in Britain.  But 

though I did not know and could not then foresee the remoter effects of the 
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great fire-flood in that direction, I saw enough to make my heart stand still 

within me.  It was with difficulty that I grasped my bicycle, my hands 

trembled so fiercely.  I realized that I was a spectator of the greatest calamity 

which had befallen a civilized land within the ken of history. 

   I looked southward along the valley in the direction of Maidenhead.  As 

yet it did not occur to me that the catastrophe was anything more than a local 

flood, though even as such it would have been one of unexampled vastness.  

My imagination could hardly conceive that London itself was threatened.  In 

those days one could not grasp the idea of the destruction of London.  I only 

thought just at first, “It will go on towards Maidenhead!” Even as I thought 

it, I saw a fresh and fiercer gush of fire well out from the central gash, and 

flow still faster than ever down the centre of the valley, over the hardening 

layer already cooling on its edge by contact with the air and soil.  This new 

outburst fell in a mad cataract over the end or van of the last, and instantly 

spread like water across the level expanse between the Cliveden hills and the 

opposite range at Pinkneys.  I realized with a throb that it was advancing 

towards Windsor.  Then a wild fear thrilled through me.  If Windsor, why 

not Staines and Chertsey and Hounslow? If Hounslow, why not London? 

 

It was hours, I feel sure, before I had patched up that [bicycle] puncture, 

though I did it by the watch in four and a half minutes.  As soon as I had 

blown out my tyre again I mounted once more, and rode at a breakneck pace 

to Uxbridge.  I passed down the straggling main street of the suburban town, 

crying aloud as I went, “Run, run, to the downs! A flood of lava is rushing up 

the valley! To the hills, for your lives ! All the Thames bank is blazing!” 

Nobody took the slightest heed; they stood still in the street for a minute 

with open mouths: then they returned to their customary occupations.  A 

quarter of an hour later, there was no such place in the world as Uxbridge. 
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   I followed the main road through the village which I have since identified 

as Hillingdon; then I diverged to the left, partly by roads and partly by field 

paths of whose exact course I am still uncertain, towards the hill at Harrow.  

When I reached the town, I did not strive to rouse the people, partly because 

my past experience had taught me the futility of the attempt, and partly 

because I rightly judged that they were safe from the inundation; for as it 

never quite covered the dome of St.  Paul’s, part of which still protrudes from 

the sea of basalt, it did not reach the level of the northern heights of London.  

I rode on through Harrow without one word to any body.  I did not desire to 

be stopped or harassed as an escaped lunatic. 

   From Harrow I made my way tortuously along the rising ground, by the 

light of nature, through Wembley Park, to Willesden.  At Willesden, for the 

first time, I found to a certainty that London was threatened.  Great crowds 

of people in the profoundest excitement stood watching a dense cloud of 

smoke and steam that spread rapidly over the direction of Shepherd’s Bush 

and Hammersmith.  They were speculating as to its meaning, but laughed 

incredulously when I told them what it portended.  A few minutes later, the 

smoke spread ominously towards Kensington and Paddington.  That settled 

my fate.  It was clearly impossible to descend into London; and indeed, the 

heat now began to be unendurable.  It drove us all back, almost physically.  I 

thought I must abandon all hope.  I should never even know what had 

become of Ethel and the children. 

   My first impulse was to lie down and await the fire-flood.  Yet the sense of 

the greatness of the catastrophe seemed somehow to blunt one’s own private 

grief.  I was beside myself with fear for my darlings; but I realized that I was 

but one among hundreds of thousands of fathers in the same position.  What 

was happening at that moment in the great city of five million souls we did 

not know, we shall never know; but we may conjecture that the end was 

mercifully too swift to entail much needless suffering.  All at once, a gleam of 

hope struck me.  It was my father’s birthday.  Was it not just possible that 

Ethel might have taken the children up to Hampstead to wish their grandpa 

many happy returns of the day? With a wild determination not to give up all 
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for lost, I turned my front wheel in the direction of Hampstead Hill, still 

skirting the high ground as far as possible.  My heart was on fire within me.  

A restless anxiety urged me to ride my hardest.  As all along the route, I was 

still just a minute or two in front of the catastrophe.  People were beginning 

to be aware that something was taking place; more than once as I passed they 

asked me eagerly where the fire was.  It was impossible for me to believe by 

this time that they knew nothing of an event in whose midst I seemed to 

have been living for months; how could I realize that all the things which had 

happened since I started from Cookham Bridge so long ago were really 

compressed into the space of a single morning? — nay, more, of an hour and 

a half only? 

 

Next day, all the world knew the magnitude of the disaster.  It can only be 

summed up in five emphatic words: There was no more London. 
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from HARTMANN, THE ANARCHIST; or, The doom 

of the great city (1893), by E.  Douglas Fawcett (Edward 

Douglas) 

(The original text omits quotation marks for speech.  I have not replaced 

them) 

 

 

T WAS A RAW dismal afternoon, the grim fog-robed 

buildings, the dripping vehicles, and the dusky pedestrians 

below reminding one forcibly of the “City of Dreadful Night.”  

Memories of Schopenhauer and Thomson floated slowly across my mind, 

and the gathering shadows around seemed fraught with a gentle melancholy.  

Having some two hours before me, I drew my chair to the window and 

abandoned myself wholly to thought.  What my meditations were matters 

very little, but I remember being vigorously recalled to reality by a smart blow 

on the shoulder. 

   No, Stanley, my boy, it’s no use — she won’t look your way. 

   I looked up with a laugh.  A stalwart individual with a thick black beard 

and singularly resolute face had broken upon my solitude. 

   This worthy, whose acquaintance we shall improve hereafter, was no other 

than John Burnett, journalist and agitator, a man of the most advanced 

revolutionary opinions, in fact an apostle of what is generally known as 

anarchical communism.  [...] He made no secret of his intentions — he 

meant to wage war in every effective mode, violent or otherwise, against the 

existing social system. 

   [...  Burnett creates new type of flying machine, although this takes ten 

years, in order to attack London and trigger a revolution.  Our narrator, a 

peaceable reformist radical, becomes swept up in the dastardly plot] 

   I 
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   The [aircraft] Attila is a secret for the present.  To avoid being seen we 

take every precaution possible, and never approach the ground except at 

night ; in the daytime, well, there are clouds, and, if none, we simply mount 

higher, and then our colour is enough to conceal us. 

   [...] I gazed rapturously into the abyss below.  It was indeed a glorious 

sight.  The clouds hung around and below us, but here and there through 

their rents flashed the blue of a waste of rolling waters.  Ever and anon these 

gaps would be speckled with rushing sea-birds, whose cries, mellowed by the 

distance, broke on the ear like music.  Above in the clear blue sky shone the 

sun at the keystone of his low winter arch, lighting up the cloud masses with 

a splendour words cannot describe.  Far ahead through a break on my right a 

faint thin streak like distant land seemed visible. 

   [... then] I gazed upwards in astonishment.  The wall of the chamber 

behind us was continuous with the main mass of the aeronef, which, looking 

from where we stood, exhibited the graceful lines of a ship’s hull.  Round this 

hull and presumably half-way up it ran the railed passage where we were 

standing, communicating here and there with doorways let into the grey side.  

Some thirty feet above us this side curved upwards and inwards so as to 

terminate in a flat, railed deck on which a few moving heads were just visible.  

But above this again rose a forest of thin grey poles running up to a vast 

oblong aeroplane which stretched some way beyond the hull.  All these props 

were carefully stayed together, and all those towards the bow were somewhat 

higher than those in the stern ; provision being thus made for the inclination 

of the aeroplane consistently with due maintenance of the hull’s equilibrium 

below.  In the latter part of the nineteenth century much progress had been 

made in experiments with aeroplanes ; those of Maxim being particularly 

suggestive and interesting.  I was, therefore, at no loss to probe the 

significance of this portion of the ‘mechanism. 
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In the mechanism of this engine-room there was nothing specially peculiar, 

but the appropriation of the best modern inventions left nothing to be 

desired.  Electricity, according to the newly introduced method, being 

generated directly from coal, the force at the disposal of the aeronaut was 

colossal, and, what was even more expedient, obtained for a trifling outlay of 

fuel.  A short but very thick shaft, revolving with great spsed, led, I was told, 

to a screw without, and by the sides of this monster two others of far 

humbler dimensions were resting idly on their rollers. 

   I was now able to solve the riddle of the Attila’s flight.  The buoyancy of 

the vessel was that of an inclined plane driven rapidly through the air by a 

screw, a device first prominently brought into notice by the nineteenth-

century experiments of Maxim.  The Attila, albeit light, was, of course, under 

normal conditions, greatly heavier than the quantity of air she displaced— 

indispensable condition, indeed, of any real mastery over the subtle element 

she dwelt in.  The balloon is a mere toy at the mercy of the gale and its gas 

— the Attila seemed wholly indifferent to both. 

 

 [The narrator once again meets Burnett, now the captain of the aircraft.] 

Ten years had not rolled away for nothing; still the face which looked into 

mine vividly recalled my glimpse into the album in the little villa at Islington.  

Seated before a writing-desk, studded with knobs of electric bells and heaped 

with maps and instruments, sat a bushy-bearded man with straight piercing 

glance and a forehead physiognomists would have envied.  There was the 

same independent look, the same cruel hardness that had stamped the mien 
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of the youth, but the old impetuous air had given way to a cold inflexible 

sedateness, far more appropriate to the dread master of the Attila.  As I 

advanced into the room, he rose, a grand specimen of manhood, stand-ing 

full six feet three inches in his shoes.  He shook hands more warmly than I 

had expected, and motioned me tacitly to a seat. 

 

I cannot say much as yet.  But, understand, the day when the first bomb falls 

will witness outbreaks in every great city in Europe.  We have some 12,000 

adherents in London, many more in Paris, Berlin, and elsewhere — they will 

stir the tumult below.  London is my objective to start with.  During the 

tempests of bombs, the anarchists below will fire the streets in all directions, 

rouse up the populace, and let loose pandemonium upon earth.  In the 

confusion due to our attack, order and precautions will be impossible. 

 

Released for the moment from care, I gave myself up to the full enjoyment of 

the voyage.  Of the grandeur of the cloud pictures, the glory of the sunsets 

and the twilights, of the moonlight flooding our decks as we sped over the 

streaky mists below, of the mystic passage by night and the blushes of early 

morn, I cannot trust myself to speak.  Such things ordinarily belittle words, 

but framed in the romance of this voyage they wrought indescribable effects 

upon me. 
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On the morning of October 19th, that most memorable of days in the 

history of revolutions, we sighted Brighton through the haze, and secrecy 

being no longer observed, the Attila swept down like an albatross into the 

sight of men.  Gliding two hundred feet above the water she presented a 

truly majestic spectacle.  The vast sweep of her aeroplane, the huge size of 

her silvery grey hull, the play of the three great screws humming with the 

speed of their rotation, the red-capped aeronauts lining the upper deck and 

lower gallery, the nozzle horned with its quaint conning-tower, and the four 

ominous cannon leaning downwards from the citadel, these and the 

marvellous flight itself commanded the homage that hailed her.  The 

esplanade and the beach buzzed with wonder beneath us, and as we skimmed 

over the housetops beyond them streets seemed to fill as if by magic. 

 

I saw Caterham vanishing beneath us, while to the right rolled the billowy 

expanse of the North Downs.  We were now going at a high speed, and in a 

short time — far too short to my thinking — were rapidly skimming over 

Croydon, Norwood Junction, and the Crystal Palace.  We were now nearing 

our destination, and our altitude, recently raised to one of five hundred and 

fifty feet above sea-level, was once again suddenly altered to one of one 

hundred and fifty.  The speed, too, was rapidly reduced, till at last gliding 

gracefully over Lambeth we passed obliquely over Westminster Bridge. 

 

After a series of brilliant wheels the Attila climbed high above the clock-

tower and commenced to cruise about in large circles. 
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   The gong sounded once more.  Once more the quick-firing guns vomited 

flame, and this time the charge was not blank.  And mingling with their 

almost continuous roar, there now came a crash of appalling magnitude, 

shaking the very recesses of one’s brain.  Another and another followed, till 

the air seemed to beat in waves upon us, and our ears became veritable 

torture-chambers.  Then followed a rattle like that of a landslip.  I looked 

over, to start back with a shriek.  Horror of horrors, the great tower had 

fallen on the crowd, bruising into jelly a legion of buried wretches, and 

beating into ruins the whole mass of buildings opposite.  Every outlet from 

the neighbourhood was being furiously fought for, hordes of screaming, 

shrieking madmen were fatting, crushing and stamping their victims into 

heaps, and with the growth of each writhing heap the ghastly confusion grew 

also.  Of the Houses of Parliament pinnacles were collapsing and walls were 

being riven asunder as the shells burst within them. 

   But this spectacle, grievous of its kind, was as nothing to the other.  With 

eyes riveted now to the massacre, I saw frantic women trodden down by men; 

huge clearings made by the shells and instantly filled up ; house-fronts 

crushing horses and vehicles as they fell ; fires bursting out on all sides, to 

devour what they listed, and terrified police struggling wildly and helplessly 

in the heart of the press.  The roar of the guns was continuous, and every 

missile found its billet.  Was I in Pandemonium?  I saw Burnett, black with 

grime, hounding his comrades on to the slaughter.  1 heard the roar of 

Schwartz’s bombs, and the roar of the burning and falling houses.  Huge 

circles of flame raved beneath us, and shot up their feverish and scorching 

breath.  The Attila drunk with slaughter, was careering in continually fresh 

tracts, spreading havoc and desolation everywhere. 

   The morning passed in horror, but the story of the afternoon and evening 

is wilder yet.  The sky, overcast with clouds and black with uprolling smoke-

wreaths, lay like a strangely spotted pall over the blazing district.  Around 

and within Westminster enmity could do no more.  Shortly before two 

o’clock the Attila drew off.  With the screws working powerfully she climbed 

upwards into the heavens, and buried in the cloud-masses gave London a 
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momentary respite.  Hartmann wished not to fatigue the crew, being anxious 

to reserve their energies for the attack on the City.  His aim was to pierce the 

ventricle of the heart of civilisation ... 

 

We were now circling over Fleet Street and the neighbourhood of the 

Strand.  The fires lighted at Westminster in the morning were carrying all 

before them, and a crimson yellow rim stretched all the way from Whitehall 

to Victoria.  On our flank the City was blazing, and a roaring tumult of 

flames was undulating in every direction from this centre.  And now for the 

first time I saw that others than ourselves were hurrying on the incendiary 

work below.  There were visible blazing circles in South London over the 

water, blazing circles far away in North London, and blazing circles scattered 

throughout the West End.  The delegates [other anarchists] had kept their 

faith.  [...] hundreds, if not thousands, of confederates were pushing on this 

abominable work below, and that these by inciting the mob to violence had 

greatly assisted to swell the terrible list of catastrophes. 

   [...  Our narrator manages to escape and land on the ground] 

   The Attila with her one electric eye stood out sharply against the crimson-

hued clouds, with trails of fire lengthening put behind her.  And as the 

burning liquid [gasoline] fell, one could see the flames from the gutted 

houses leap upwards as if to greet it.  Whole acres of buildings were ablaze, 

and one dared not think what that deluge must mean for the desperate mobs 

below. 
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Suddenly a cry from Mr. Northerton arrested me.  The Attila was curving 

swiftly in and out, so as to trace a sort of descending spiral.  Then when 

nearly over the flag she stopped almost dead, and seemed to be falling 

rapidly. 

   It’s falling!  It’s falling!  Yelled Mr. Northerton. 

   But I knew better, that fall was adjusted by the sand-levers. 

   The Attila sank slowly to the ground [in Hyde Park].  The police, military, 

and spectators outside and inside the railing rushed forward to the scene with 

loud cries of exultation.  All were seized with the desire to be in at the death, 

to vent their rage on the foe who now seemed to have lost his might.  It was 

with the greatest trouble that I held Mr. Northerton back.  He was carried 

away by the sight of the thousands streaming into the Park, and converging 

in masses on the fallen monster.  They were now close up.  Several rifle-

cracks told that the soldiers to the fore were already hotly engaged, were 

perhaps striving to storm the hull. 

   And then came a dread disenchantment. 

   As the rabble closed on the aeronef, she gave a huge heave, her bow 

swinging over her assailants like the tilted arm of a see-saw.  Next, the stern 

cleared the turf and the colossus rose majestically, rolling, the while like some 

ship riding at anchor.  The gnats who clung to her bottom and gallery 

dropped off confusedly, and the whole multitude in her neighbourhood 

seemed bewildered with surprise and terror.  Suddenly the Attila was 

enveloped in flame and smoke ; the roar of her big pieces mingling with the 

cracks of the machine-guns and the rifle fire that spirted from the loop-holes 

in her armour.  Lanes were cut in the crowd in all directions, and a veritable 

hail of bullets whistled past the spot where we stood, many even claiming 

their victims around us.  Discretion, not valour, was our choice.  We made 

wildly for the outlets toward which a screaming mob rushed behind us, and, 

once through them, made our way rapidly down the street Having run some 

few hundred yards we stopped, and saw with dismay how narrow had been 

our escape.  The Aitila was still rising majestically with her machine and 
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quick-firing guns playing on the multitude as a hose plays on flames.  The 

wretched victims were fighting for the blocked gates and outlets like 

creatures possessed, bloody gaps opened and shut in their midst, and heaps of 

butchered and trampled bodies tripped up the frantic survivors in batches as 

they ran.  The din was simply unearthly; the picture as a whole indescribable, 

not being set off by two or three easily detachable features, but so 

compositely appalling in its details as to baffle the deftest pen.  It lingers still 

vividly in my memory.  The cloudy pall above, the still smoking and ruined 

houses opposite the Park, the heaving crowd with its multitudinous detail of 

slaughter, suffocation, and writhings, the smoke-clad hull of the Attila as it 

rose in angry majesty, its top peering like the Matterhorn through clouds — 

these were fraught with a fascination that held us enthralled.  […] 
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from NEWS FROM NOWHERE or An Epoch of Rest, 

by William Morris 

 

 

CHAPTER I:  DISCUSSION AND BED 

 

P AT THE LEAGUE, says a friend, there had been one 

night a brisk conversational discussion, as to what would 

happen on the Morrow of the Revolution, finally shading 

off into a vigorous statement by various friends of their views on the future of 

the fully-developed new society. 

   Says our friend: Considering the subject, the discussion was good-

tempered; for those present being used to public meetings and after-lecture 

debates, if they did not listen to each others’ opinions (which could scarcely 

be expected of them), at all events did not always attempt to speak all 

together, as is the custom of people in ordinary polite society when 

conversing on a subject which interests them.  For the rest, there were six 

persons present, and consequently six sections of the party were represented, 

four of which had strong but divergent Anarchist opinions.  One of the 

sections, says our friend, a man whom he knows very well indeed, sat almost 

silent at the beginning of the discussion, but at last got drawn into it, and 

finished by roaring out very loud, and damning all the rest for fools; after 

which befel a period of noise, and then a lull, during which the aforesaid 

section, having said good-night very amicably, took his way home by himself 

to a western suburb, using the means of travelling which civilisation has 

forced upon us like a habit.  As he sat in that vapour-bath of hurried and 

discontented humanity, a carriage of the underground railway, he, like 

others, stewed discontentedly, while in self-reproachful mood he turned over 

the many excellent and conclusive arguments which, though they lay at his 

fingers’ ends, he had forgotten in the just past discussion.  But this frame of 

   U
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mind he was so used to, that it didn’t last him long, and after a brief 

discomfort, caused by disgust with himself for having lost his temper (which 

he was also well used to), he found himself musing on the subject-matter of 

discussion, but still discontentedly and unhappily.  “If I could but see a day of 

it,” he said to himself; “if I could but see it!” 

   As he formed the words, the train stopped at his station, five minutes’ walk 

from his own house, which stood on the banks of the Thames, a little way 

above an ugly suspension bridge.  He went out of the station, still 

discontented and unhappy, muttering “If I could but see it!  If I could but see 

it!” but had not gone many steps towards the river before (says our friend 

who tells the story) all that discontent and trouble seemed to slip off him. 

   It was a beautiful night of early winter, the air just sharp enough to be 

refreshing after the hot room and the stinking railway carriage.  The wind, 

which had lately turned a point or two north of west, had blown the sky clear 

of all cloud save a light fleck or two which went swiftly down the heavens.  

There was a young moon halfway up the sky, and as the home-farer caught 

sight of it, tangled in the branches of a tall old elm, he could scarce bring to 

his mind the shabby London suburb where he was, and he felt as if he were 

in a pleasant country place — pleasanter, indeed, than the deep country was 

as he had known it. 

   He came right down to the river-side, and lingered a little, looking over the 

low wall to note the moonlit river, near upon high water, go swirling and 

glittering up to Chiswick Eyot: as for the ugly bridge below, he did not 

notice it or think of it, except when for a moment (says our friend) it struck 

him that he missed the row of lights down stream.  Then he turned to his 

house door and let himself in; and even as he shut the door to, disappeared 

all remembrance of that brilliant logic and foresight which had so illuminated 

the recent discussion; and of the discussion itself there remained no trace, 

save a vague hope, that was now become a pleasure, for days of peace and 

rest, and cleanness and smiling goodwill. 
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In this mood he tumbled into bed, and fell asleep after his wont, in two 

minutes’ time; but (contrary to his wont) woke up again not long after in that 

curiously wide-awake condition which sometimes surprises even good 

sleepers; a condition under which we feel all our wits preternaturally 

sharpened, while all the miserable muddles we have ever got into, all the 

disgraces and losses of our lives, will insist on thrusting themselves forward 

for the consideration of those sharpened wits. 

   In this state he lay (says our friend) till he had almost begun to enjoy it: till 

the tale of his stupidities amused him, and the entanglements before him, 

which he saw so clearly, began to shape themselves into an amusing story for 

him. 

   He heard one o’clock strike, then two and then three; after which he fell 

asleep again.  Our friend says that from that sleep he awoke once more, and 

afterwards went through such surprising adventures that he thinks that they 

should be told to our comrades, and indeed the public in general, and 

therefore proposes to tell them now.  But, says he, I think it would be better 

if I told them in the first person, as if it were myself who had gone through 

them; which, indeed, will be the easier and more natural to me, since I 

understand the feelings and desires of the comrade of whom I am telling 

better than any one else in the world does. 

 

 

CHAPTER II:  A MORNING BATH 

ell, I awoke, and found that I had kicked my bedclothes 

off; and no wonder, for it was hot and the sun shining 

brightly.  I jumped up and washed and hurried on my 

clothes, but in a hazy and half-awake condition, as if I had slept for a long, 

long while, and could not shake off the weight of slumber.  In fact, I rather 

took it for granted that I was at home in my own room than saw that it was 

so. 

   W
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   When I was dressed, I felt the place so hot that I made haste to get out of 

the room and out of the house; and my first feeling was a delicious relief 

caused by the fresh air and pleasant breeze; my second, as I began to gather 

my wits together, mere measureless wonder: for it was winter when I went to 

bed the last night, and now, by witness of the river-side trees, it was summer, 

a beautiful bright morning seemingly of early June.  However, there was still 

the Thames sparkling under the sun, and near high water, as last night I had 

seen it gleaming under the moon. 

   I had by no means shaken off the feeling of oppression, and wherever I 

might have been should scarce have been quite conscious of the place; so it 

was no wonder that I felt rather puzzled in despite of the familiar face of the 

Thames.  Withal I felt dizzy and queer; and remembering that people often 

got a boat and had a swim in mid-stream, I thought I would do no less.  It 

seems very early, quoth I to myself, but I daresay I shall find someone at 

Biffin’s to take me.  However, I didn’t get as far as Biffin’s, or even turn to 

my left thitherward, because just then I began to see that there was a 

landing-stage right before me in front of my house: in fact, on the place 

where my next-door neighbour had rigged one up, though somehow it didn’t 

look like that either.  Down I went on to it, and sure enough among the 

empty boats moored to it lay a man on his sculls in a solid-looking tub of a 

boat clearly meant for bathers.  He nodded to me, and bade me good-

morning as if he expected me, so I jumped in without any words, and he 

paddled away quietly as I peeled for my swim.  As we went, I looked down 

on the water, and couldn’t help saying —  

   “How clear the water is this morning!” 

   “Is it?” said he; “I didn’t notice it.  You know the flood-tide always thickens 

it a bit.” 

   “H’m,” said I, “I have seen it pretty muddy even at half-ebb.” 

   He said nothing in answer, but seemed rather astonished; and as he now 

lay just stemming the tide, and I had my clothes off, I jumped in without 

more ado.  Of course when I had my head above water again I turned 
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towards the tide, and my eyes naturally sought for the bridge, and so utterly 

astonished was I by what I saw, that I forgot to strike out, and went 

spluttering under water again, and when I came up made straight for the 

boat; for I felt that I must ask some questions of my waterman, so 

bewildering had been the half-sight I had seen from the face of the river with 

the water hardly out of my eyes; though by this time I was quit of the 

slumbrous and dizzy feeling, and was wide-awake and clear-headed. 

   As I got in up the steps which he had lowered, and he held out his hand to 

help me, we went drifting speedily up towards Chiswick; but now he caught 

up the sculls and brought her head round again, and said — “A short swim, 

neighbour; but perhaps you find the water cold this morning, after your 

journey.  Shall I put you ashore at once, or would you like to go down to 

Putney before breakfast?” 

   He spoke in a way so unlike what I should have expected from a 

Hammersmith waterman, that I stared at him, as I answered, “Please to hold 

her a little; I want to look about me a bit.” 

   “All right,” he said; “it’s no less pretty in its way here than it is off Barn 

Elms; it’s jolly everywhere this time in the morning.  I’m glad you got up 

early; it’s barely five o’clock yet.” 

   If I was astonished with my sight of the river banks, I was no less 

astonished at my waterman, now that I had time to look at him and see him 

with my head and eyes clear. 

   He was a handsome young fellow, with a peculiarly pleasant and friendly 

look about his eyes, — an expression which was quite new to me then, 

though I soon became familiar with it.  For the rest, he was dark-haired and 

berry-brown of skin, well-knit and strong, and obviously used to exercising 

his muscles, but with nothing rough or coarse about him, and clean as might 

be.  His dress was not like any modern work-a-day clothes I had seen, but 

would have served very well as a costume for a picture of fourteenth century 

life: it was of dark blue cloth, simple enough, but of fine web, and without a 

stain on it.  He had a brown leather belt round his waist, and I noticed that 
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its clasp was of damascened steel beautifully wrought.  In short, he seemed to 

be like some specially manly and refined young gentleman, playing waterman 

for a spree, and I concluded that this was the case. 

   I felt that I must make some conversation; so I pointed to the Surrey bank, 

where I noticed some light plank stages running down the foreshore, with 

windlasses at the landward end of them, and said, “What are they doing with 

those things here?  If we were on the Tay, I should have said that they were 

for drawing the salmon nets; but here — “ 

   “Well,” said he, smiling, “of course that is what they are for.  Where there 

are salmon, there are likely to be salmon-nets, Tay or Thames; but of course 

they are not always in use; we don’t want salmon every day of the season.” 

   I was going to say, “But is this the Thames?” but held my peace in my 

wonder, and turned my bewildered eyes eastward to look at the bridge again, 

and thence to the shores of the London river; and surely there was enough to 

astonish me.  For though there was a bridge across the stream and houses on 

its banks, how all was changed from last night!  The soap-works with their 

smoke-vomiting chimneys were gone; the engineer’s works gone; the lead-

works gone; and no sound of rivetting and hammering came down the west 

wind from Thorneycroft’s.  Then the bridge!  I had perhaps dreamed of such 

a bridge, but never seen such an one out of an illuminated manuscript; for 

not even the Ponte Vecchio at Florence came anywhere near it.  It was of 

stone arches, splendidly solid, and as graceful as they were strong; high 

enough also to let ordinary river traffic through easily.  Over the parapet 

showed quaint and fanciful little buildings, which I supposed to be booths or 

shops, beset with painted and gilded vanes and spirelets.  The stone was a 

little weathered, but showed no marks of the grimy sootiness which I was 

used to on every London building more than a year old.  In short, to me a 

wonder of a bridge. 

   The sculler noted my eager astonished look, and said, as if in answer to my 

thoughts —  
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   “Yes, it is a pretty bridge, isn’t it?  Even the up-stream bridges, which are 

so much smaller, are scarcely daintier, and the down-stream ones are scarcely 

more dignified and stately.” 

I found myself saying, almost against my will, “How old is it?” 

“Oh, not very old,” he said; “it was built or at least opened, in 2003.  There 

used to be a rather plain timber bridge before then.” 

The date shut my mouth as if a key had been turned in a padlock fixed to 

my lips; for I saw that something inexplicable had happened, and that if I 

said much, I should be mixed up in a game of cross questions and crooked 

answers.  So I tried to look unconcerned, and to glance in a matter-of-course 

way at the banks of the river, though this is what I saw up to the bridge and a 

little beyond; say as far as the site of the soap-works.  Both shores had a line 

of very pretty houses, low and not large, standing back a little way from the 

river; they were mostly built of red brick and roofed with tiles, and looked, 

above all, comfortable, and as if they were, so to say, alive, and sympathetic 

with the life of the dwellers in them.  There was a continuous garden in front 

of them, going down to the water’s edge, in which the flowers were now 

blooming luxuriantly, and sending delicious waves of summer scent over the 

eddying stream.  Behind the houses, I could see great trees rising, mostly 

planes, and looking down the water there were the reaches towards Putney 

almost as if they were a lake with a forest shore, so thick were the big trees; 

and I said aloud, but as if to myself —  “Well, I’m glad that they have not 

built over Barn Elms.” 

I blushed for my fatuity as the words slipped out of my mouth, and my 

companion looked at me with a half smile which I thought I understood; so 

to hide my confusion I said, “Please take me ashore now: I want to get my 

breakfast.” 

He nodded, and brought her head round with a sharp stroke, and in a trice 

we were at the landing-stage again.  He jumped out and I followed him; and 

of course I was not surprised to see him wait, as if for the inevitable after-

piece that follows the doing of a service to a fellow-citizen.  So I put my hand 



 

148 

into my waistcoat-pocket, and said, “How much?” though still with the 

uncomfortable feeling that perhaps I was offering money to a gentleman. 

He looked puzzled, and said, “How much?  I don’t quite understand what 

you are asking about.  Do you mean the tide?  If so, it is close on the turn 

now.” 

I blushed, and said, stammering, “Please don’t take it amiss if I ask you; I 

mean no offence: but what ought I to pay you?  You see I am a stranger, and 

don’t know your customs — or your coins.” 

And therewith I took a handful of money out of my pocket, as one does in 

a foreign country.  And by the way, I saw that the silver had oxydised, and 

was like a blackleaded stove in colour. 

He still seemed puzzled, but not at all offended; and he looked at the coins 

with some curiosity.  I thought, Well after all, he is a waterman, and is 

considering what he may venture to take.  He seems such a nice fellow that 

I’m sure I don’t grudge him a little over-payment.  I wonder, by the way, 

whether I couldn’t hire him as a guide for a day or two, since he is so 

intelligent. 

Therewith my new friend said thoughtfully: 

 “I think I know what you mean.  You think that I have done you a service; 

so you feel yourself bound to give me something which I am not to give to a 

neighbour, unless he has done something special for me.  I have heard of this 

kind of thing; but pardon me for saying, that it seems to us a troublesome 

and roundabout custom; and we don’t know how to manage it.  And you see 

this ferrying and giving people casts about the water is my business, which I 

would do for anybody; so to take gifts in connection with it would look very 

queer.  Besides, if one person gave me something, then another might, and 

another, and so on; and I hope you won’t think me rude if I say that I 

shouldn’t know where to stow away so many mementos of friendship.” 

And he laughed loud and merrily, as if the idea of being paid for his work 

was a very funny joke.  I confess I began to be afraid that the man was mad, 

though he looked sane enough; and I was rather glad to think that I was a 
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good swimmer, since we were so close to a deep swift stream.  However, he 

went on by no means like a madman: 

“As to your coins, they are curious, but not very old; they seem to be all of 

the reign of Victoria; you might give them to some scantily-furnished 

museum.  Ours has enough of such coins, besides a fair number of earlier 

ones, many of which are beautiful, whereas these nineteenth century ones are 

so beastly ugly, ain’t they?  We have a piece of Edward III., with the king in 

a ship, and little leopards and fleurs-de-lys all along the gunwale, so 

delicately worked.  You see,” he said, with something of a smirk, “I am fond 

of working in gold and fine metals; this buckle here is an early piece of 

mine.” 

No doubt I looked a little shy of him under the influence of that doubt as 

to his sanity.  So he broke off short, and said in a kind voice: 

“But I see that I am boring you, and I ask your pardon.  For, not to mince 

matters, I can tell that you are a stranger, and must come from a place very 

unlike England.  But also it is clear that it won’t do to overdose you with 

information about this place, and that you had best suck it in little by little.  

Further, I should take it as very kind in you if you would allow me to be the 

showman of our new world to you, since you have stumbled on me first.  

Though indeed it will be a mere kindness on your part, for almost anybody 

would make as good a guide, and many much better.” 

There certainly seemed no flavour in him of Colney Hatch; and besides I 

thought I could easily shake him off if it turned out that he really was mad; 

so I said: 

“It is a very kind offer, but it is difficult for me to accept it, unless — “ I 

was going to say, Unless you will let me pay you properly; but fearing to stir 

up Colney Hatch again, I changed the sentence into, “I fear I shall be taking 

you away from your work — or your amusement.” 

“O,” he said, “don’t trouble about that, because it will give me an 

opportunity of doing a good turn to a friend of mine, who wants to take my 

work here.  He is a weaver from Yorkshire, who has rather overdone himself 
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between his weaving and his mathematics, both indoor work, you see; and 

being a great friend of mine, he naturally came to me to get him some 

outdoor work.  If you think you can put up with me, pray take me as your 

guide.” 

He added presently: “It is true that I have promised to go up-stream to 

some special friends of mine, for the hay-harvest; but they won’t be ready for 

us for more than a week: and besides, you might go with me, you know, and 

see some very nice people, besides making notes of our ways in Oxfordshire.  

You could hardly do better if you want to see the country.” 

I felt myself obliged to thank him, whatever might come of it; and he 

added eagerly: 

“Well, then, that’s settled.  I will give my friend call; he is living in the 

Guest House like you, and if he isn’t up yet, he ought to be this fine summer 

morning.” 

Therewith he took a little silver bugle-horn from his girdle and blew two or 

three sharp but agreeable notes on it; and presently from the house which 

stood on the site of my old dwelling (of which more hereafter) another young 

man came sauntering towards us.  He was not so well-looking or so strongly 

made as my sculler friend, being sandy-haired, rather pale, and not stout-

built; but his face was not wanting in that happy and friendly expression 

which I had noticed in his friend.  As he came up smiling towards us, I saw 

with pleasure that I must give up the Colney Hatch theory as to the 

waterman, for no two madmen ever behaved as they did before a sane man.  

His dress also was of the same cut as the first man’s, though somewhat gayer, 

the surcoat being light green with a golden spray embroidered on the breast, 

and his belt being of filagree silver-work. 

He gave me good-day very civilly, and greeting his friend joyously, said: 

“Well, Dick, what is it this morning?  Am I to have my work, or rather 

your work?  I dreamed last night that we were off up the river fishing.” 

“All right, Bob,” said my sculler; “you will drop into my place, and if you 

find it too much, there is George Brightling on the look out for a stroke of 
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work, and he lives close handy to you.  But see, here is a stranger who is 

willing to amuse me to-day by taking me as his guide about our country-side, 

and you may imagine I don’t want to lose the opportunity; so you had better 

take to the boat at once.  But in any case I shouldn’t have kept you out of it 

for long, since I am due in the hay-fields in a few days.” 

The newcomer rubbed his hands with glee, but turning to me, said in a 

friendly voice: 

“Neighbour, both you and friend Dick are lucky, and will have a good time 

to-day, as indeed I shall too.  But you had better both come in with me at 

once and get something to eat, lest you should forget your dinner in your 

amusement.  I suppose you came into the Guest House after I had gone to 

bed last night?” 

I nodded, not caring to enter into a long explanation which would have led 

to nothing, and which in truth by this time I should have begun to doubt 

myself.  And we all three turned toward the door of the Guest House. 

 

 

CHAPTER III: THE GUEST HOUSE AND BREAKFAST THEREIN 

 lingered a little behind the others to have a stare at this house, 

which, as I have told you, stood on the site of my old dwelling. 

It was a longish building with its gable ends turned away 

from the road, and long traceried windows coming rather low down set in 

the wall that faced us.  It was very handsomely built of red brick with a lead 

roof; and high up above the windows there ran a frieze of figure subjects in 

baked clay, very well executed, and designed with a force and directness 

which I had never noticed in modern work before.  The subjects I recognised 

at once, and indeed was very particularly familiar with them. 

However, all this I took in in a minute; for we were presently within doors, 

and standing in a hall with a floor of marble mosaic and an open timber roof.  

There were no windows on the side opposite to the river, but arches below 

   I 
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leading into chambers, one of which showed a glimpse of a garden beyond, 

and above them a long space of wall gaily painted (in fresco, I thought) with 

similar subjects to those of the frieze outside; everything about the place was 

handsome and generously solid as to material; and though it was not very 

large (somewhat smaller than Crosby Hall perhaps), one felt in it that 

exhilarating sense of space and freedom which satisfactory architecture always 

gives to an unanxious man who is in the habit of using his eyes. 

In this pleasant place, which of course I knew to be the hall of the Guest 

House, three young women were flitting to and fro.  As they were the first of 

the sex I had seen on this eventful morning, I naturally looked at them very 

attentively, and found them at least as good as the gardens, the architecture, 

and the male men.  As to their dress, which of course I took note of, I should 

say that they were decently veiled with drapery, and not bundled up with 

millinery; that they were clothed like women, not upholstered like armchairs, 

as most women of our time are.  In short, their dress was somewhat between 

that of the ancient classical costume and the simpler forms of the fourteenth 

century garments, though it was clearly not an imitation of either: the 

materials were light and gay to suit the season.  As to the women themselves, 

it was pleasant indeed to see them, they were so kind and happy-looking in 

expression of face, so shapely and well-knit of body, and thoroughly healthy-

looking and strong.  All were at least comely, and one of them very 

handsome and regular of feature.  They came up to us at once merrily and 

without the least affectation of shyness, and all three shook hands with me as 

if I were a friend newly come back from a long journey: though I could not 

help noticing that they looked askance at my garments; for I had on my 

clothes of last night, and at the best was never a dressy person. 

A word or two from Robert the weaver, and they bustled about on our 

behoof, and presently came and took us by the hands and led us to a table in 

the pleasantest corner of the hall, where our breakfast was spread for us; and, 

as we sat down, one of them hurried out by the chambers aforesaid, and came 

back again in a little while with a great bunch of roses, very different in size 

and quality to what Hammersmith had been wont to grow, but very like the 
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produce of an old country garden.  She hurried back thence into the buttery, 

and came back once more with a delicately made glass, into which she put 

the flowers and set them down in the midst of our table.  One of the others, 

who had run off also, then came back with a big cabbage-leaf filled with 

strawberries, some of them barely ripe, and said as she set them on the table, 

“There, now; I thought of that before I got up this morning; but looking at 

the stranger here getting into your boat, Dick, put it out of my head; so that I 

was not before all the blackbirds: however, there are a few about as good as 

you will get them anywhere in Hammersmith this morning.” 

Robert patted her on the head in a friendly manner; and we fell to on our 

breakfast, which was simple enough, but most delicately cooked, and set on 

the table with much daintiness.  The bread was particularly good, and was of 

several different kinds, from the big, rather close, dark-coloured, sweet-

tasting farmhouse loaf, which was most to my liking, to the thin pipe-stems 

of wheaten crust, such as I have eaten in Turin. 

As I was putting the first mouthfuls into my mouth my eye caught a carved 

and gilded inscription on the panelling, behind what we should have called 

the High Table in an Oxford college hall, and a familiar name in it forced me 

to read it through.  Thus it ran: 

“Guests and neighbours, on the site of this Guest-hall once stood the 

lecture-room of the Hammersmith Socialists.  Drink a glass to the memory!  

May 1962.” 

It is difficult to tell you how I felt as I read these words, and I suppose my 

face showed how much I was moved, for both my friends looked curiously at 

me, and there was silence between us for a little while. 
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CHAPTER VI:  A LITTLE SHOPPING 

s he spoke, we came suddenly out of the woodland into a short street 

of handsomely built houses, which my companion named to me at 

once as Piccadilly: the lower part of these I should have called shops, 

if it had not been that, as far as I could see, the people were ignorant of the 

arts of buying and selling.  Wares were displayed in their finely designed 

fronts, as if to tempt people in, and people stood and looked at them, or went 

in and came out with parcels under their arms, just like the real thing.  On 

each side of the street ran an elegant arcade to protect foot-passengers, as in 

some of the old Italian cities.  About halfway down, a huge building of the 

kind I was now prepared to expect told me that this also was a centre of some 

kind, and had its special public buildings. 

Said Dick: “Here, you see, is another market on a different plan from most 

others: the upper stories of these houses are used for guest-houses; for people 

from all about the country are apt to drift up hither from time to time, as folk 

are very thick upon the ground, which you will see evidence of presently, and 

there are people who are fond of crowds, though I can’t say that I am.” 

I couldn’t help smiling to see how long a tradition would last.  Here was 

the ghost of London still asserting itself as a centre, — an intellectual centre, 

for aught I knew.  However, I said nothing, except that I asked him to drive 

very slowly, as the things in the booths looked exceedingly pretty. 

“Yes,” said he, “this is a very good market for pretty things, and is mostly 

kept for the handsomer goods, as the Houses-of-Parliament market, where 

they set out cabbages and turnips and such like things, along with beer and 

the rougher kind of wine, is so near.” 

Then he looked at me curiously, and said, “Perhaps you would like to do a 

little shopping, as ‘tis called.” 

I looked at what I could see of my rough blue duds, which I had plenty of 

opportunity of contrasting with the gay attire of the citizens we had come 

across; and I thought that if, as seemed likely, I should presently be shown 

about as a curiosity for the amusement of this most unbusinesslike people, I 

A 
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should like to look a little less like a discharged ship’s purser.  But in spite of 

all that had happened, my hand went down into my pocket again, where to 

my dismay it met nothing metallic except two rusty old keys, and I 

remembered that amidst our talk in the guest-hall at Hammersmith I had 

taken the cash out of my pocket to show to the pretty Annie, and had left it 

lying there.  My face fell fifty per cent., and Dick, beholding me, said rather 

sharply —  

 “Hilloa, Guest!  What’s the matter now?  Is it a wasp?” 

“No,” said I, “but I’ve left it behind.” 

“Well,” said he, “whatever you have left behind, you can get in this market 

again, so don’t trouble yourself about it.” 

I had come to my senses by this time, and remembering the astounding 

customs of this country, had no mind for another lecture on social economy 

and the Edwardian coinage; so I said only —  

“My clothes — Couldn’t I?  You see — What do think could be done 

about them?” 

He didn’t seem in the least inclined to laugh, but said quite gravely: 

“O don’t get new clothes yet.  You see, my great-grandfather is an 

antiquarian, and he will want to see you just as you are.  And, you know, I 

mustn’t preach to you, but surely it wouldn’t be right for you to take away 

people’s pleasure of studying your attire, by just going and making yourself 

like everybody else.  You feel that, don’t you?” said he, earnestly. 

I did not feel it my duty to set myself up for a scarecrow amidst this 

beauty-loving people, but I saw I had got across some ineradicable prejudice, 

and that it wouldn’t do to quarrel with my new friend.  So I merely said, “O 

certainly, certainly.” 

“Well,” said he, pleasantly, “you may as well see what the inside of these 

booths is like: think of something you want.” 

Said I: “Could I get some tobacco and a pipe?” 
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“Of course,” said he; “what was I thinking of, not asking you before?  Well, 

Bob is always telling me that we non-smokers are a selfish lot, and I’m afraid 

he is right.  But come along; here is a place just handy.” 

Therewith he drew rein and jumped down, and I followed.  A very 

handsome woman, splendidly clad in figured silk, was slowly passing by, 

looking into the windows as she went.  To her quoth Dick: “Maiden, would 

you kindly hold our horse while we go in for a little?” She nodded to us with 

a kind smile, and fell to patting the horse with her pretty hand. 

“What a beautiful creature!” said I to Dick as we entered. 

“What, old Greylocks?” said he, with a sly grin. 

“No, no,” said I; “Goldylocks, — the lady.” 

“Well, so she is,” said he.  “‘Tis a good job there are so many of them that 

every Jack may have his Jill: else I fear that we should get fighting for them.  

Indeed,” said he, becoming very grave, “I don’t say that it does not happen 

even now, sometimes.  For you know love is not a very reasonable thing, and 

perversity and self-will are commoner than some of our moralist’s think.” He 

added, in a still more sombre tone: “Yes, only a month ago there was a 

mishap down by us, that in the end cost the lives of two men and a woman, 

and, as it were, put out the sunlight for us for a while.  Don’t ask me about it 

just now; I may tell you about it later on.” 

By this time we were within the shop or booth, which had a counter, and 

shelves on the walls, all very neat, though without any pretence of showiness, 

but otherwise not very different to what I had been used to.  Within were a 

couple of children — a brown-skinned boy of about twelve, who sat reading a 

book, and a pretty little girl of about a year older, who was sitting also 

reading behind the counter; they were obviously brother and sister. 

“Good morning, little neighbours,” said Dick.  “My friend here wants 

tobacco and a pipe; can you help him?” 

“O yes, certainly,” said the girl with a sort of demure alertness which was 

somewhat amusing.  The boy looked up, and fell to staring at my outlandish 
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attire, but presently reddened and turned his head, as if he knew that he was 

not behaving prettily. 

 “Dear neighbour,” said the girl, with the most solemn countenance of a 

child playing at keeping shop, “what tobacco is it you would like?” 

“Latakia,” quoth I, feeling as if I were assisting at a child’s game, and 

wondering whether I should get anything but make-believe. 

But the girl took a dainty little basket from a shelf beside her, went to a jar, 

and took out a lot of tobacco and put the filled basket down on the counter 

before me, where I could both smell and see that it was excellent Latakia. 

“But you haven’t weighed it,” said I, “and — and how much am I to take?” 

“Why,” she said, “I advise you to cram your bag, because you may be going 

where you can’t get Latakia.  Where is your bag?” 

I fumbled about, and at last pulled out my piece of cotton print which does 

duty with me for a tobacco pouch.  But the girl looked at it with some 

disdain, and said —  

“Dear neighbour, I can give you something much better than that cotton 

rag.” And she tripped up the shop and came back presently, and as she passed 

the boy whispered something in his ear, and he nodded and got up and went 

out.  The girl held up in her finger and thumb a red morocco bag, gaily 

embroidered, and said, “There, I have chosen one for you, and you are to 

have it: it is pretty, and will hold a lot.” 

Therewith she fell to cramming it with the tobacco, and laid it down by me 

and said, “Now for the pipe: that also you must let me choose for you; there 

are three pretty ones just come in.” 

She disappeared again, and came back with a big-bowled pipe in her hand, 

carved out of some hard wood very elaborately, and mounted in gold 

sprinkled with little gems.  It was, in short, as pretty and gay a toy as I had 

ever seen; something like the best kind of Japanese work, but better. 
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“Dear me!” said I, when I set eyes on it, “this is altogether too grand for 

me, or for anybody but the Emperor of the World.  Besides, I shall lose it: I 

always lose my pipes.” 

The child seemed rather dashed, and said, “Don’t you like it, neighbour?” 

“O yes,” I said, “of course I like it.” 

“Well, then, take it,” said she, “and don’t trouble about losing it.  What will 

it matter if you do?  Somebody is sure to find it, and he will use it, and you 

can get another.” 

I took it out of her hand to look at it, and while I did so, forgot my caution, 

and said, “But however am I to pay for such a thing as this?” 

Dick laid his hand on my shoulder as I spoke, and turning I met his eyes 

with a comical expression in them, which warned me against another 

exhibition of extinct commercial morality; so I reddened and held my tongue, 

while the girl simply looked at me with the deepest gravity, as if I were a 

foreigner blundering in my speech, for she clearly didn’t understand me a bit. 

“Thank you so very much,” I said at last, effusively, as I put the pipe in my 

pocket, not without a qualm of doubt as to whether I shouldn’t find myself 

before a magistrate presently. 

“O, you are so very welcome,” said the little lass, with an affectation of 

grown-up manners at their best which was very quaint.  “It is such a pleasure 

to serve dear old gentlemen like you; especially when one can see at once that 

you have come from far over sea.” 

“Yes, my dear,” quoth I, “I have been a great traveller.” 

As I told this lie from pure politeness, in came the lad again, with a tray in 

his hands, on which I saw a long flask and two beautiful glasses.  

“Neighbours,” said the girl (who did all the talking, her brother being very 

shy, clearly) “please to drink a glass to us before you go, since we do not have 

guests like this every day.” 

Therewith the boy put the tray on the counter and solemnly poured out a 

straw-coloured wine into the long bowls.  Nothing loth, I drank, for I was 
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thirsty with the hot day; and thinks I, I am yet in the world, and the grapes 

of the Rhine have not yet lost their flavour; for if ever I drank good 

Steinberg, I drank it that morning; and I made a mental note to ask Dick 

how they managed to make fine wine when there were no longer labourers 

compelled to drink rot-gut instead of the fine wine which they themselves 

made. 

“Don’t you drink a glass to us, dear little neighbours?” said I. 

“I don’t drink wine,” said the lass; “I like lemonade better: but I wish your 

health!” 

“And I like ginger-beer better,” said the little lad. 

Well, well, thought I, neither have children’s tastes changed much.  And 

therewith we gave them good day and went out of the booth. 

To my disappointment, like a change in a dream, a tall old man was 

holding our horse instead of the beautiful woman.  He explained to us that 

the maiden could not wait, and that he had taken her place; and he winked at 

us and laughed when he saw how our faces fell, so that we had nothing for it 

but to laugh also —  

“Where are you going?” said he to Dick. 

 “To Bloomsbury,” said Dick. 

“If you two don’t want to be alone, I’ll come with you,” said the old man. 

“All right,” said Dick, “tell me when you want to get down and I’ll stop for 

you.  Let’s get on.” 

So we got under way again; and I asked if children generally waited on 

people in the markets.  “Often enough,” said he, “when it isn’t a matter of 

dealing with heavy weights, but by no means always.  The children like to 

amuse themselves with it, and it is good for them, because they handle a lot 

of diverse wares and get to learn about them, how they are made, and where 

they come from, and so on.  Besides, it is such very easy work that anybody 

can do it.  It is said that in the early days of our epoch there were a good 

many people who were hereditarily afflicted with a disease called Idleness, 
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because they were the direct descendants of those who in the bad times used 

to force other people to work for them — the people, you know, who are 

called slave-holders or employers of labour in the history books.  Well, these 

Idleness-stricken people used to serve booths all their time, because they 

were fit for so little.  Indeed, I believe that at one time they were actually 

compelled to do some such work, because they, especially the women, got so 

ugly and produced such ugly children if their disease was not treated sharply, 

that the neighbours couldn’t stand it.  However, I’m happy to say that all that 

is gone by now; the disease is either extinct, or exists in such a mild form that 

a short course of aperient medicine carries it off.  It is sometimes called the 

Blue-devils now, or the Mulleygrubs.  Queer names, ain’t they?” 

“Yes,” said I, pondering much.  But the old man broke in: 

“Yes, all that is true, neighbour; and I have seen some of those poor women 

grown old.  But my father used to know some of them when they were 

young; and he said that they were as little like young women as might be: 

they had hands like bunches of skewers, and wretched little arms like sticks; 

and waists like hour-glasses, and thin lips and peaked noses and pale cheeks; 

and they were always pretending to be offended at anything you said or did 

to them.  No wonder they bore ugly children, for no one except men like 

them could be in love with them — poor things!” 

He stopped, and seemed to be musing on his past life, and then said: 

“And do you know, neighbours, that once on a time people were still 

anxious about that disease of Idleness: at one time we gave ourselves a great 

deal of trouble in trying to cure people of it.  Have you not read any of the 

medical books on the subject?” 

“No,” said I; for the old man was speaking to me. 

“Well,” said he, “it was thought at the time that it was the survival of the 

old mediaeval disease of leprosy: it seems it was very catching, for many of 

the people afflicted by it were much secluded, and were waited upon by a 

special class of diseased persons queerly dressed up, so that they might be 
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known.  They wore amongst other garments, breeches made of worsted 

velvet, that stuff which used to be called plush some years ago.” 

All this seemed very interesting to me, and I should like to have made the 

old man talk more.  But Dick got rather restive under so much ancient 

history: besides, I suspect he wanted to keep me as fresh as he could for his 

great-grandfather.  So he burst out laughing at last, and said: “Excuse me, 

neighbours, but I can’t help it.  Fancy people not liking to work! — it’s too 

ridiculous.  Why, even you like to work, old fellow — sometimes,” said he, 

affectionately patting the old horse with the whip.  “What a queer disease!  It 

may well be called Mulleygrubs!” 

And he laughed out again most boisterously; rather too much so, I 

thought, for his usual good manners; and I laughed with him for company’s 

sake, but from the teeth outward only; for I saw nothing funny in people not 

liking to work, as you may well imagine. 

 

part of CHAPTER VII: TRAFALGAR SQUARE 

nd now again I was busy looking about me, for we were 

quite clear of Piccadilly Market, and were in a region of 

elegantly-built much ornamented houses, which I should 

have called villas if they had been ugly and pretentious, which was very far 

from being the case.  Each house stood in a garden carefully cultivated, and 

running over with flowers.  The blackbirds were singing their best amidst the 

garden-trees, which, except for a bay here and there, and occasional groups of 

limes, seemed to be all fruit-trees: there were a great many cherry-trees, now 

all laden with fruit; and several times as we passed by a garden we were 

offered baskets of fine fruit by children and young girls.  Amidst all these 

gardens and houses it was of course impossible to trace the sites of the old 

streets: but it seemed to me that the main roadways were the same as of old. 
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We came presently into a large open space, sloping somewhat toward the 

south, the sunny site of which had been taken advantage of for planting an 

orchard, mainly, as I could see, of apricot-trees, in the midst of which was a 

pretty gay little structure of wood, painted and gilded, that looked like a 

refreshment-stall.  From the southern side of the said orchard ran a long 

road, chequered over with the shadow of tall old pear trees, at the end of 

which showed the high tower of the Parliament House, or Dung Market. 

A strange sensation came over me; I shut my eyes to keep out the sight of 

the sun glittering on this fair abode of gardens, and for a moment there 

passed before them a phantasmagoria of another day.  A great space 

surrounded by tall ugly houses, with an ugly church at the corner and a 

nondescript ugly cupolaed building at my back; the roadway thronged with a 

sweltering and excited crowd, dominated by omnibuses crowded with 

spectators.  In the midst a paved be-fountained square, populated only by a 

few men dressed in blue, and a good many singularly ugly bronze images 

(one on the top of a tall column).  The said square guarded up to the edge of 

the roadway by a four-fold line of big men clad in blue, and across the 

southern roadway the helmets of a band of horse-soldiers, dead white in the 

greyness of the chilly November afternoon — I opened my eyes to the 

sunlight again and looked round me, and cried out among the whispering 

trees and odorous blossoms, “Trafalgar Square!” 

“Yes,” said Dick, who had drawn rein again, “so it is.  I don’t wonder at 

your finding the name ridiculous: but after all, it was nobody’s business to 

alter it, since the name of a dead folly doesn’t bite.  Yet sometimes I think we 

might have given it a name which would have commemorated the great 

battle which was fought on the spot itself in 1952, — that was important 

enough, if the historians don’t lie.” 

“Which they generally do, or at least did,” said the old man.  “For instance, 

what can you make of this, neighbours?  I have read a muddled account in a 

book — O a stupid book — called James’ Social Democratic History, of a 

fight which took place here in or about the year 1887 (I am bad at dates).  

Some people, says this story, were going to hold a ward-mote here, or some 
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such thing, and the Government of London, or the Council, or the 

Commission, or what not other barbarous half-hatched body of fools, fell 

upon these citizens (as they were then called) with the armed hand.  That 

seems too ridiculous to be true; but according to this version of the story, 

nothing much came of it, which certainly is too ridiculous to be true.” 

“Well,” quoth I, “but after all your Mr. James is right so far, and it is true; 

except that there was no fighting, merely unarmed and peaceable people 

attacked by ruffians armed with bludgeons.” 

“And they put up with that?” said Dick, with the first unpleasant 

expression I had seen on his good-tempered face. 

Said I, reddening: “We had to put up with it; we couldn’t help it.” 

The old man looked at me keenly, and said: “You seem to know a great 

deal about it, neighbour!  And is it really true that nothing came of it?” 

“This came of it,” said I, “that a good many people were sent to prison 

because of it.” 

“What, of the bludgeoners?” said the old man.  “Poor devils!” 

 “No, no,” said I, “of the bludgeoned.” 

Said the old man rather severely: “Friend, I expect that you have been 

reading some rotten collection of lies, and have been taken in by it too 

easily.” 

“I assure you,” said I, “what I have been saying is true.” 

“Well, well, I am sure you think so, neighbour,” said the old man, “but I 

don’t see why you should be so cocksure.” 

As I couldn’t explain why, I held my tongue.  Meanwhile Dick, who had 

been sitting with knit brows, cogitating, spoke at last, and said gently and 

rather sadly: 

“How strange to think that there have been men like ourselves, and living 

in this beautiful and happy country, who I suppose had feelings and 

affections like ourselves, who could yet do such dreadful things.” 
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“Yes,” said I, in a didactic tone; “yet after all, even those days were a great 

improvement on the days that had gone before them.  Have you not read of 

the Mediaeval period, and the ferocity of its criminal laws; and how in those 

days men fairly seemed to have enjoyed tormenting their fellow men? — nay, 

for the matter of that, they made their God a tormentor and a jailer rather 

than anything else.” 

“Yes,” said Dick, “there are good books on that period also, some of which 

I have read.  But as to the great improvement of the nineteenth century, I 

don’t see it.  After all, the Mediaeval folk acted after their conscience, as your 

remark about their God (which is true) shows, and they were ready to bear 

what they inflicted on others; whereas the nineteenth century ones were 

hypocrites, and pretended to be humane, and yet went on tormenting those 

whom they dared to treat so by shutting them up in prison, for no reason at 

all, except that they were what they themselves, the prison-masters, had 

forced them to be.  O, it’s horrible to think of!” 

“But perhaps,” said I, “they did not know what the prisons were like.” 

Dick seemed roused, and even angry.  “More shame for them,” said he, 

“when you and I know it all these years afterwards.  Look you, neighbour, 

they couldn’t fail to know what a disgrace a prison is to the Commonwealth 

at the best, and that their prisons were a good step on towards being at the 

worst.” 

Quoth I: “But have you no prisons at all now?” 

As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I felt that I had made a 

mistake, for Dick flushed red and frowned, and the old man looked surprised 

and pained; and presently Dick said angrily, yet as if restraining himself 

somewhat —  

“Man alive!  How can you ask such a question?  Have I not told you that 

we know what a prison means by the undoubted evidence of really 

trustworthy books, helped out by our own imaginations?  And haven’t you 

specially called me to notice that the people about the roads and streets look 

happy?  And how could they look happy if they knew that their neighbours 
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were shut up in prison, while they bore such things quietly?  And if there 

were people in prison, you couldn’t hide it from folk, like you may an 

occasional man-slaying; because that isn’t done of set purpose, with a lot of 

people backing up the slayer in cold blood, as this prison business is.  Prisons, 

indeed!  O no, no, no!” 

He stopped, and began to cool down, and said in a kind voice: “But forgive 

me!  I needn’t be so hot about it, since there are not any prisons: I’m afraid 

you will think the worse of me for losing my temper.  Of course, you, coming 

from the outlands, cannot be expected to know about these things.  And now 

I’m afraid I have made you feel uncomfortable.” 

In a way he had; but he was so generous in his heat, that I liked him the 

better for it, and I said: 

“No, really ‘tis all my fault for being so stupid.  Let me change the subject, 

and ask you what the stately building is on our left just showing at the end of 

that grove of plane-trees?” 

“Ah,” he said, “that is an old building built before the middle of the 

twentieth century, and as you see, in a queer fantastic style not over beautiful; 

but there are some fine things inside it, too, mostly pictures, some very old.  

It is called the National Gallery; I have sometimes puzzled as to what the 

name means: anyhow, nowadays wherever there is a place where pictures are 

kept as curiosities permanently it is called a National Gallery, perhaps after 

this one.  Of course there are a good many of them up and down the 

country.” 

I didn’t try to enlighten him, feeling the task too heavy; but I pulled out my 

magnificent pipe and fell a-smoking, and the old horse jogged on again.  As 

we went, I said: 

“This pipe is a very elaborate toy, and you seem so reasonable in this 

country, and your architecture is so good, that I rather wonder at your 

turning out such trivialities.” 
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It struck me as I spoke that this was rather ungrateful of me, after having 

received such a fine present; but Dick didn’t seem to notice my bad manners, 

but said: 

“Well, I don’t know; it is a pretty thing, and since nobody need make such 

things unless they like, I don’t see why they shouldn’t make them, if they 

like.  Of course, if carvers were scarce they would all be busy on the 

architecture, as you call it, and then these ‘toys’ (a good word) would not be 

made; but since there are plenty of people who can carve — in fact, almost 

everybody, and as work is somewhat scarce, or we are afraid it may be, folk 

do not discourage this kind of petty work.” 

He mused a little, and seemed somewhat perturbed; but presently his face 

cleared, and he said: “After all, you must admit that the pipe is a very pretty 

thing, with the little people under the trees all cut so clean and sweet; — too 

elaborate for a pipe, perhaps, but — well, it is very pretty.” 

“Too valuable for its use, perhaps,” said I. 

“What’s that?” said he; “I don’t understand.” 

I was just going in a helpless way to try to make him understand, when we 

came by the gates of a big rambling building, in which work of some sort 

seemed going on.  “What building is that?” said I, eagerly; for it was a 

pleasure amidst all these strange things to see something a little like what I 

was used to: “it seems to be a factory.” 

“Yes,” he said, “I think I know what you mean, and that’s what it is; but we 

don’t call them factories now, but Banded-workshops: that is, places where 

people collect who want to work together.” 

“I suppose,” said I, “power of some sort is used there?” 

“No, no,” said he.  “Why should people collect together to use power, when 

they can have it at the places where they live, or hard by, any two or three of 

them; or any one, for the matter of that?  No; folk collect in these Banded-

workshops to do hand-work in which working together is necessary or 

convenient; such work is often very pleasant.  In there, for instance, they 
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make pottery and glass, — there, you can see the tops of the furnaces.  Well, 

of course it’s handy to have fair-sized ovens and kilns and glass-pots, and a 

good lot of things to use them for: though of course there are a good many 

such places, as it would be ridiculous if a man had a liking for pot-making or 

glass-blowing that he should have to live in one place or be obliged to forego 

the work he liked.” 

“I see no smoke coming from the furnaces,” said I.  

“Smoke?” said Dick; “why should you see smoke?” 

I held my tongue, and he went on: “It’s a nice place inside, though as plain 

as you see outside.  As to the crafts, throwing the clay must be jolly work: the 

glass-blowing is rather a sweltering job; but some folk like it very much 

indeed; and I don’t much wonder: there is such a sense of power, when you 

have got deft in it, in dealing with the hot metal.  It makes a lot of pleasant 

work,” said he, smiling, “for however much care you take of such goods, 

break they will, one day or another, so there is always plenty to do.” 

I held my tongue and pondered. 
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