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Williamd Somerset Maugham was born in 1874 and
lived in Paris until he was ten. He was educated

at King’s School, Canterbury, and at Heidelberg
University. He spent some time at St Thomas’s
Hospital with the idea of practising medicine, but
the success of his first novel, Liza of Lambeth,
published in 1897, won him over to letters.

Of Human Bondage, the first of his masterpieces,
came out in 1915, and with the publication in 1919
of The Moon and Sixpence his reputation as a
novelist was established. His position as a
successful playwright was being consolidated at
the same time. His first play, A Man of Honour,
was followed by a series of successes just before and
after World War I, and his career in the theatre did
not end until 1933 with Sheppey.

His fame as a short-story writer began with The
Trembling of a Leaf, sub-titled Little Stories of the
South Sea Islands, in 1921, after which he
published more than ten collections. His other
works include travel books such as On a Chinese
Screen and Don Fernando, essays, criticism, and
the autobiographical The Summing Up and

A Writer's Notebook.

In 1927 Somerset Maugham settled in £he South
of France and &ived®the = BntMRh b dch AR 1965.
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Preface

There is one point I want to make about these stories. The
reader will notice that many of my stories are written in
the first person singular. That is a literary convention
which is as old as the hills. It was used by Petronius
Arbiter in the Satyricon and by many of the story-tellers
in The Thousand and One Nights. Its object is of course
to achieve credibility, for when someone tells you what
he states happened to himself you are more likely to
believe that he is telling the truth than when he telis you
what happened to somebody else. It has besides the merit
from the story-teller's point of view that he need only
tell you what he knows for a fact and can leave to your
imagination what he doesn’t or couldn’t know. Some of
the older novelists who wrote in the first person were
in this respect very careless. They would narrate long
conversations that they couldn’t possibly have heard and
incidents which in the nature of things they couldn’t
possibly have witnessed. Thus they lost the great advan-
tage of verisimilitude which writing in the first person
singular offers. But the I who writes is just as much a
character in the story as the other persons with whom it
is concerned. He may be the hero or he may be an onlooker
or a confidant. But he is a character. The writer who uses
this device is writing fiction and if he makes the I of
his story a little quicker on the uptake, a little more
level-headed, a little shrewder, a little braver, a little more
ingenious, a little wittier, a little wiser than he, the writer,
really is, the reader must show indulgence. He must
remember that the author is not drawing a faithful portrait
of himself, but creating a character for the particular pur-
poses of his story.






The vessel of wrath

There are few books in the world that contain more meat
than the Sailing Directions published by the Hydrographic
Department by order of the Lords Commissioners of the
Admiralty. They are handsome volumes, bound {very
flimsily} in cloth of different colours, and the most expens-
ive of them is cheap. For four shillings you can buy the
Yangtse Kiang Pilot, ‘containing a description of, and sail-
ing directions for, the Yangtse Kiang from the Wusung
River to the highest navigable point, including the Han
Kiang, the Kialing Kiang, and the Min Kiang’; and for three
shillings you can get Part IIl of the Eastern Archipelago
Pilot, ‘comprising the NE end of Celebes, Molucca and
Gilolo passages, Banda and Arafura Seas, and North, West,
and South-West coasts of New Guinea’. But it is not very
safe to do so if you are a creature of settled habits that you
have no wish to disturb or if you have an occupation that
holds you fast to one place. These business-like books
take you upon enchanted journeys of the spirit; and their
matter-of-fact style, the admirable order, the concision
with which the material is set before you, the stern sense
of the practical that informs every line; cannot dim the
poetry that, like the spice-laden breeze that assails your
senses with a more than material languor when you ap-
proach some of those magic islands of the Eastern seas,
blows with so sweet a fragrance through the printed pages.
They tell you the anchorages and the landing places, what
supplies you can get at each spot, and where you can get
water; they tell you the lights and buoys, tides, winds, and
weather that you will find there. They give you brief
information about the population and the trade. And it is
strange when you think how sedately it is all set down,
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The vessel of wrath

with no words wasted, that so much else is given you
besides. What? Well, mystery and beauty, romance and
the glamour of the unknown. It is no common book that
offers you casually turning its pages such a paragraph as
this: ‘Supplies. A few jungle fowl are preserved, the island
is also the resort of vast numbers of sea birds. Turtle
are found in the lagoon, as well as quantities of various
fish, including grey mullet, shark, and dog-fish; the
seine cannot be used with any effect; but there is a fish
which may be taken on a rod. A small store of tinned
provisions and spirits is kept in a hut for the relief of ship-
wrecked persons. Good water may be obtained from a
well near the landing-place.” Can the imagination want
more material than this to go on a journey through time
and space?

In the volume from which I have copied this passage,
the compilers with the same restraint have described the
Alas Islands. They are composed of a group or chain of
islands, ‘for the most part low and wooded, extending
about 75 miles east and west, and 40 miles north and
south’. The information about them, you are told, is very
slight; there are channels between the different groups,
and several vessels have passed through them, but the
passages have not been thoroughly explored, and the posi-
tions of many of the dangers not yet determined; it is
therefore advisable to avoid them. The population of the
group is estimated at about 8,000, of whom 200 are Chinese
and 400 Mohammedans. The rest are heathen. The princi-
pal island is called Baru, it is surrounded by a reef, and
here lives a Dutch Contrdleur. His white house with its
red roof on the top of a little hill is the most prominent
object that the vessels of the Royal Netherlands Steam
Packet Company see when every other month on their
way up to Macassar and every four weeks on their way
down to Merauke in' Dutch New Guinea they touch at the
island.

At a certain moment of the world’s history the Control-
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The vessel of wrath

eur was Mynheer Evert Gruyter and he ruled the people
who inhabited the Alas Islands with firmness tempered
by a keen sense of the ridiculous. He had thought it a very
good joke to be placed at the age of twenty-seven in a
position of such consequence, and at thirty he was still
amused by it. There was no cable communication between
his islands and Batavia, and the mail arrived after so long
adelay that even if he asked advice, by the time he received
it, it was useless, and so he equably did what he thought
best and trusted to his good fortune to keep out of trouble
with the authorities. He was very short, not more than
five feet four in height, and extremely fat; he was of a
florid complexion. For coolness’ sake he kept his head
shaved and his face was hairless. It was round and red. His
eyebrows were so fair that you hardly saw them; and
he had little twinkling blue eyes. He knew that he
had no dignity, but for the sake of his position made up
for it by dressing very dapperly. He never went to his
office, nor sat in court, nor walked abroad but in spot-
less white. His stengah-shifter, with its bright brass
buttons, fitted him very tightly and displayed the shock-
ing fact that, young though he was, he had a round and
protruding belly. His good-humoured face shone with
sweat and he constantly fanned himself with a palm-leaf
fan.

But in his house Mr Gruyter preferred. to wear nothing
but a sarong and then with his white podgy little body he
looked like a fat funny boy of sixteen. He was an early
riser and his breakfast was always ready for him at six. It
never varied. It consisted of a slice of papaia, three cold
fried eggs, Edam cheese, sliced thin, and a cup of black
coffee. When he had eaten it, he smoked a large Dutch
cigar, read the papers if he had not read them through
and through already, and then dressed to go down to his
office.

One morning while he was thus occupied his head boy
came into his bedroom and told him that Tuan Jones

5



The vessel of wrath

wanted to know if he could see him. Mr Gruyter was
standing in front of a looking-glass. He had his trousers on
and was admiring his smooth chest. He arched his back
in order to throw it out and throw in his belly and with a
good deal of satisfaction gave his breast three or four
resounding slaps. It was a manly chest. When the boy
brought the message he looked at his own eyes in
the mirror and exchanged a slightly ironic smile with
them. He asked himself what the devil his visitor
could want. Evert Gruyter spoke English, Dutch, and
Malay with equal facility, but he thought in Dutch.
He liked to do this. It seemed to him a pleasantly ribald
language.

‘Ask the tuan to wait and say I shall come directly.’ He
put on his tunic, over his naked body, buttoned it up, and
strutted into the sitting-room. The Rev Owen Jones got
up.

‘Good morning, Mr Jones,’ said the Contréleur. ‘Have
you come in to have a peg with me before I start my day’s
work?’

Mr Jones did not smile.

T've come to see you upon a very distressing matter, Mr
Gruyter,” he answered.

The Contréleur was not disconcerted by his visitor’s
gravity nor depressed by his words. His little blue eyes
beamed amiably.

‘Sit down, my dear fellow, and have a cigar.’

Mr Gruyter knew quite well that the Rev Owen Jones
neither drank nor smoked, but it tickled something prank-
ish in his nature to offer him a drink and a smoke whenever
they met. Mr Jones shook his head.

Mr Jones was in charge of the Baptist Mission on the
Alas Islands. His headquarters were at Baru, the largest of
them, with the greatest population, but he had meeting-
houses under the care of native helpers in several other
islands of the group. He was a tall, thin, melancholy man,
with a long face, sallow and drawn, of about forty. His

6



The vessel of wrath

brown hair was already white on the temples and it receded
from the forehead. This gave him a look of somewhat
vacuous intellectuality. Mr Gruyter both disliked and re-
spected him® He disliked him because he was narrow-
minded and dogmatic. Himself a cheerful pagan who liked
the good things of the flesh and was determined to get as
many of them as his circumstances permitted, he had no
patience with a man who disapproved of them all. He
thought the customs of the country suited its inhabitants
and had no patience with the missionary’s energetic efforts
to destroy a way of life that for centuries had worked very
well. He respected him because he was honest, zealous,
and good. Mr Jones, an Australian of Welsh descent, was
the only qualified doctor in the group and it was a comfort
to know that if you fell ill you need not rely only on
a Chinese practitioner, and none knew better than the
Controleur how useful to all Mr Jones’s skill had been and
with what charity he had given it. On the occasion of an
epidemic of influenza the missionary had done the work
of ten men and no storm short of a typhoon could prevent
him from crossing to one isiand or another if his help was
needed.

He lived with his sister in a little white house about
half a mile from the village, and when the Contrdleur had
arrived came on board to meet him and begged him to stay
till he could get his own house in order. The Contrdleur
had accepted and soon saw for himself with what sim-
plicity the couple lived. It was more than he could stand.
Tea at three sparse meals a day, and when he lit his cigar
Mr Jones politely but firmly asked him to be good enough
not to smoke, since both his sister and he strongly dis-
approved of it. In twenty-four hours Mr Gruyter moved
into his own house. He fled, with panic in his heart, as
though from a plague-stricken city. The Controleur was
fond of a joke and he liked to laugh; to be with a man
wheo took your nonsense in deadly earnest and never even
smiled at your best story was more than flesh and blood
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could stand. The Rev Owen Jones was a worthy man,
but as a companion he was impossible. His sister was
worse. Neither had a sense of humour, but whereas the
missionary was of a melancholy turn, doing his duty so
conscientiously, with the obvious conviction that every-
thing in the world was hopeless, Miss Jones was resolutely
cheerful. She grimly looked on the bright side of things.
With the ferocity of an avenging angel she sought out the
good in her fellow-men. Miss Jones taught in the mission
school and helped her brother in his medical work. When
he did operations she gave the anaesthetic and was matron,
dresser, and nurse of the tiny hospital which on his own
initiative Mr Jones had added to the mission. But the
Controleur was an obstinate little fellow and he never
lost his capacity of extracting amusement from the Rev
Owen’s dour struggle with the infirmities of human
nature, and Miss Jones’s ruthless optimism. He had to get
his fun where he could. The Dutch boats came in three
times in two months for a few hours and then he could
have a good old crack with the captain and chief engineer,
and once in a blue moon a pearling lugger came in from
Thursday Island or Port Darwin and for two or three days
he had a grand time. They were rough fellows, the pearlers,
for the most part, but they were full of guts, and they had
plenty of liquor on board, and good stories to tell, and the
Contrdleur had them up to his house and gave them a fine
dinner, and the party was only counted a success if they
were all too drunk to get back on the lugger again that
night. But beside the missionary the only white man who
lived on Baru was Ginger Ted, and he, of course, was a
disgrace to civilization. There was not a single thing to be
said in his favour. He cast discredit on the white race. All
the same, but for Ginger Ted the Contréleur sometimes
thought he would find life on the island of Baru almost
more than he could bear.

Oddly enough it was on account of this scamp that Mr
Jones, when he should have been instructing the pagan
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The vessel of wrath
young in the mysteries of the Baptist faith, was paying Mr
Gruyter this early visit.

‘Sit down, Mr Jones,’ said the Contrdleur. ‘What can I
do for you?”

‘Well, I've come to see you about the man they call
Ginger Ted. What are you going to do now?’

‘Why, what’s happened?’

‘Haven’t you heard? I thought the sergeant would have
told you.’

‘I don’t encourage the members of my staff to come to
my private house unless the matter is urgent,’ said the
Contrédleur rather grandly. ‘1 am unlike you, Mr Jones, 1
only work in order to have leisure, and I like to enjoy my
leisure without disturbance.’

But Mr Jones did not care much for small talk and he
was not interested in general reflections.

‘There was a disgraceful row in one of the Chinese shops
last night. Ginger Ted wrecked the place and half killed a
Chinaman.’

‘Drunk again, I suppose,’ said the Controleur placidly.

‘Naturally. When is he anything else? They sent for the
police and he assaulted the sergeant. They had to have six
men to get him to the jail./

‘He's a hefty fellow,’ said the Controdleur.

‘1 suppose you’ll send him to Macassar.’

Evert Gruyter returned the missionary’s outraged look
with a merry twinkle. He was no fool and he knew already
what Mr Jones was up to. It gave him considerable amuse-
ment to tease him a little.

‘Fortunately my powers are wide enough to enable me
to deal with the situation myself,’ he answered.

You have power to deport anyone you like, Mr Gruyter,
and I'm sure it would save a lot of trouble if you got rid of
the man altogether.’ ]

‘I have the power of course, but I am sure you would be
the last person to wish me to use it arbitrarily.’

‘Mr Gruyter, the man’s presence here is a public scandal.
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He’s never sober from morning till night; it’s notorious
that he has relations with one native woman after another.’
‘That is an interesting point, Mr Jones. I had always
heard that alcoholic excess, though it stimulated sexual
desire, prevented its gratification. What you tell me about
Ginger Ted does not seem to bear out this theory.’

The missionary flushed a dull red.

‘These are physiological matters which at the moment
I have no wish to go into,’ he said, frigidly. ‘The behaviour
of this man does incalculable damage to the prestige of
the white race, and his example seriously hampers the
efforts that are made in other quarters to induce the people
of these islands to lead a less vicious life. He's an out-and-
out bad lot.’

‘Pardon my asking, but have you made any attempts to
reform him?’

‘When he first drifted here I did my best to get in touch
with him. He repelled all my advances. When there was
" that first trouble I went to him and talked to him straight
from the shoulder. He swore at me.’

‘No one has a greater appreciation than I of the excellent
work that you and other missionaries do on these islands,
but are you sure that you always exercise your calling with
all the tact possible?”’

The Contrdleur was rather pleased with this phrase. It
was extremely courteous and yet contained a reproof that
he thought worth administering. The missionary looked
at him gravely. His sad brown eyes were full of sincerity.

‘Did Jesus exercise tact when he took a whip and drove
the money-changers from the Temple? No, Mr Gruyter.
Tact is the subterfuge the lax avail themselves of to avoid
doing their duty.’

Mr Jones’s remark made the Contrdleur feel suddenly
that he wanted a bottle of beer. The missionary leaned
forward earnestly.

‘Mr Gruyter, you know this man’s transgressions just
as well as I do. It’s unnecessary for me to remind you of
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The vessel of wrath

them. There are no excuses for him. Now he really has
overstepped the limit. You’ll never have a better chance
than this. I beg you to use the power you have and tum
him out once for all.’

The Contrdleur’s eyes twinkled more brightly than ever.
He was having a lot of fun. He reflected that human beings
were much more amusing when you did not feel called
upon in dealing with them to allot praise or blame.

‘But, MrJones, do I understand you right? Are you asking
me to give you an assurance to deport this man before
I've heard the evidence against him and listened to his
defence?’

‘1 don’t know what his defence can be.’

The Controleur rose from his chair and really he man-
aged to get quite a little dignity into his five feet four
inches.

‘1 am here to administer justice according to the laws of
the Dutch Government. Permit me to tell you that I am
exceedingly surprised that you should attempt to influence
me in my judicial functions.’

The missionary was a trifle flustered. It had never oc-
curred to him that this little whipper-snapper of a boy, ten
years younger than himself, would dream of adopting such
an attitude. He opened his mouth to explain and apologize,
but the Contrdleur raised a podgy little hand.

1t is time for me to go to my office, Mr Jones. I wish
you good mommg

The missionary, taken aback, bowed and without
another word walked out of the room. He would have been
surprised to see what the Controleur did when his back
was turned. A broad grin broke on his lips and he put his
thumb to his nose and cocked a snook at the Rev Owen
Jones.

A few minutes later he went down to his office. His
head clerk, who was a Dutch half-caste, gave him his
version of the previous night’s row. It agreed pretty well
with Mr Jones’s. The court was sitting that day.
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