


——  CHAPTERI ——

SIETING

RELE

Lo ol

The year 1866 was signalised by a remarkable incident, a mysterious
and puzzling phenomenon, which doubtless no one has yet forgotten. Not to
mention rumours which agitated the maritime population and excited the
public mind, even in the interior of continents, seafaring men were particularly
excited. Merchants, common sailors, captains of vessels, skippers, both of
Europe and America, naval officers of all countries, and the Governments of
several States on the two continents, were deeply interested in the matter.

For some time past vessels had been met by "an enormous thing," a
long object, spindle-shaped, occasionally phosphorescent, and infinitely larger
and more rapid in its movements than a whale.

The facts relating to this apparition (entered in various log-books)
agreed in most respects as to the shape of the object or creature in question,
the untiring rapidity of its movements, its surprising power of locomotion, and
the peculiar life with which it seemed endowed. If it was a whale, it surpassed
in size all those hitherto classified in science.
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On the 20th of July, 1866, the steamer Governor Higginson, of the
Calcutta and Burnach Steam Navigation Company, had met this moving mass
five miles off the east coast of Australia. Captain Baker thought at first that he
was in the presence of an unknown sandbank; he even prepared to determine
its exact position when two columns of water, projected by the mysterious
object, shot with a hissing noise a hundred and fifty feet up into the air. Now,
unless the sandbank had been submitted to the intermittent eruption of a
geyser, the Governor Higginson had to do neither more nor less than with an
aquatic mammal, unknown till then, which threw up from its blow-holes
columns of water mixed with air and vapour.

Similar facts were observed on the 23rd of July in the same year, in the
Pacific Ocean, by the Columbus, of the West India and Pacific Steam Navigation
Company. But this extraordinary creature could transport itself from one place
to another with surprising velocity; as, in an interval of three days, the
Governor Higginson and the Columbus had observed it at two different points
of the chart, separated by a distance of more than seven hundred leagues.
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Fifteen days later, two thousand miles farther off, the Helvetia, of the
Compagnie-Nationale, and the Shannon, of the Royal Mail Steamship
Company, sailing to windward in that portion of the Atlantic lying between the
United States and Europe, respectively signalled the monster to each other in
42°15'N. lat. and 60° 35'W. long. In these simultaneous observations they
thought themselves justified in estimating the minimum length of the
mammal at more than three hundred and fifty feet, as the Shannon and
Helvetia were of smaller dimensions than it, though they measured three
hundred feet over all.

Now the largest whales, those which frequent those parts of the sea
round the Aleutian, Kulammak, and Umagullich islands, have never exceeded
the length of sixty yards, if they attain that.

In every place of great resort the monster was the fashion. They sang
of it in the cafes, ridiculed it in the papers, and represented it on the stage. All
kinds of stories were circulated regarding it. There appeared in the papers



At the period when these events took place, | had just returned from a
scientific research in the disagreeable territory of Nebraska, in the United
CHAPTERII States. In virtue of my office as Assistant Professor in the Museum of Natural
History in Paris, the French Government had attached me to that expedition.

After six months in Nebraska, | arrived in New York towards the end of March,
laden with a precious collection. My departure for France was fixed for the first
days in May. Meanwhile | was occupying myself in classifying my
mineralogical, botanical, and zoological riches, when the accident happened

to the Scotia.

| was perfectly up in the subject which was the question of the day.
How could | be otherwise? | had read and reread all the American and
European papers without being any nearer a conclusion. This mystery puzzled
me. Under the impossibility of forming an opinion, | jumped from one extreme
to the other. That there really was something could not be doubted, and the
incredulous were invited to put their finger on the wound of the Scotia




On my arrival at New York the question was at its height. The theory of
the floating island, and the unapproachable sandbank, supported by minds
little competent to form a judgment, was abandoned. And, indeed, unless this
shoal had a machine in its stomach, how could it change its position with such
astonishing rapidity? From the same cause, the idea of a floating hull of an
enormous wreck was given up.

There remained, then, only two possible solutions of the question,
which created two distinct parties: on one side, those who were for a monster
of colossal strength; on the other, those who were for a submarine vessel of
enormous motive power.

But this last theory, plausible as it was, could not stand against
inquiries made in both worlds. That a private gentleman should have such a
ne at his command was not likely. Where, when, and how was it built?
uld its construction have been kept secret? Certainly a
possess such a destructive machine. And in these

when the ingenuity of man has multiplied the power of weaj
possible that, without the knowledge of others, a State might ti
a formidable engine.

But the idea of a war machine fell before the declaration of
Governments. As public interest was in question, and transatlantic
communications suffered, their veracity could not be doubted. Bu
that the construction of this submarine boat had escaped the publi
private gentleman to keep the secret under such circumstances wc
difficult, and for a State whose every act is persistently watchec
rivals, certainly impossible.

Upon my arrival in New York several persons dic
consulting me on the phenomenon in question. | h
work in quarto, in two volumes, entitled Myste
Grounds. This book, highly approved of i
special reputation in this rath




