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Introduction

If you mention Jules Verne’s Round the World in Eighty Days,
many people probably think of the film based on the book in
which the British actor, David Niven, and the French comedian,
Cantinflas, float away in a hot-air ballooh. In fact, this incident
was based, not on Round the World in Eighty Days, but on
Jules Verne'’s first novel Five Weeks in a Balloon, which was
published in 1862. Round the World in Eighty Days was
published (in French) eleven years later and was an instant
success. It was translated into several languages, but more
extraordinarily, it inspired many attempts by people to copy
and even outdo Phileas Fogg's remarkable journey.

For the author, Jules Verne, it was the high point in a career
of many years as a struggling writer. He had been born in 1828
in Nantes, a port on the Atlantic coast of France. He studied law,
but was more enthusiastic about becoming a writer. At first he
wrote plays for the theatre in Paris, but had little success. He was
interested in the sea, in travel and the transport revolution
which changed the world so radically in the mid nineteenth
century and these were the themes which he used as the
background for Round the World in Eighty Days.

The steamship and the steam train were invented in the early
nineteenth century. The first steamship crossed the Atlantic
Ocean entirely under steam in 1833. Steam railways opened in
England and the United States in about 1830. By the 1850s and
1860s, Europe and North America had a network of railways of
thousands of miles, stretching across the entire continents.
These developments affected Europe, America and the rest of
the world. In America, steamships brought thousands of im-
migrants from Europe; the railways opened up the West and
were also a strong unifying factor after the Civil War. The
expanding British colonies could only be managed with a large
navy of steamships and the building of railways across great
stretohes of the Middle East and in India.
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At first, passengers, rather than freight, dominated the
transport systems. Over 120 years later, when aeroplanes like
Concorde can circle the world in hours, and spaceships can
reach other planets in weeks, it is perhaps difficult for us to
imagine the excitement of travelling great distances, to strange
parts of the world, by train and steamship. But the speed and
ease of the new forms of transport was thrilling nineteenth-
century travellers,

There were plenty of uncertainties and surprises. For ex-
ample, when the hero of Round the World in Eighty Days,
Phileas Fogg, tries to cross India from Bombay to Calcutta, we
discover that the railway is not yet complete, and so he must find
some other way of continuing his journey — in this case on a
rather expensive elephant. And when he and his manservant
Passepartout reach North America, wanting to cross from the
Pacific to the Atlantic coast, the journey is full of the dangers
of the “Wild West”: large herds of buffalo on the railroad, a
broken bridge, and an attack by Indians.

Jules Verne did not only capture the excitement of this stage
of technological progress. He also reflected a political “moment
of history” — the extent of the British Empire at its peak. Two-
thirds of Phileas Fogg's journey is through territory controlled
by the British: Suez, India, Singapore and Hong Kong. Verne
made this an important condition of the plot: as long as Fogg
is in British territory, he is subject to British law and can be
arrested as a suspected bank robber by the police detective, Mr
Fix. This adds further tension to Fogg’s race against the time
limit which he has set himself.

Verne keeps the social and historical setting firmly in the
background. The fun of the story is in the contrasting
characters of the hero and his servant. Phileas Fogg represents
a French view of the British Victorian gentleman — someone
who is precise, cool and unemotional. He knows exactly how
many steps it takes to walk from his home to the club. He knows
exactly how many minutes it takes to get to the railway station.
What is most extraordinary is his accurate prediction of how
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long it will take him to go round the world.

Passepartout, by contrast, is chaotic, unreliable and accident-
prone — perhaps an Englishman’s view of a Frenchman. He is
the last kind of person you would expect to make a suitable
travel companion for someone with a tight schedule. He is as
much a threat to Fogg’s plans to get round the world in eighty
days as Mr Fix or the physical hazards of the journey.

And yet, by acts of luck and eccentric brilliance, Passepartout
frequently saves the day. He finds the elephant which can take
them sixty miles to the next railway. He saves the young Indian
widow, Aouda, and he rescues the passengers who have been
taken prisoner by the Sioux Indians. At the end, when Fogg
thinks he has failed to reach his London club in time, it is
Passepartout who discovers that all may not be lost and
that Fogg may still win the bet. This setting of Passepartout’s
chaotic and impulsive nature against Phileas Fogg’s precise and
thoughtful one provides much of the humour and enjoyment of
the story.

Another pleasure of the book is the wide range of colourful
minor characters: Sir Francis Cromarty, the army officer; the
Indian priests of Kali and the Calcutta judge; the various ships’
captains whom Fogg hires and bribes to cross oceans at a
minute’s notice; William Batulcar, the circus manager in
Yokohama and the noisy Yankee, Stamp W. Proctor in San
Francisco. Jules Verne describes them all with humour and
vitality. He has the ability of a great travel writer to show people
both as representatives of different parts of the world, and as
individuals with their own special peculiarities.

But it is the “race against time” which makes this book so
attractive to such a wide range of readers, young and old, and in
different cultures. The idea of racing is something which we all
know about, whether we are children playing a board game,
rally drivers crossing the roof of Africa, or the excited spec-
tators of a marathon.

It was an idea of genius of Jules Verne to describe the most
expansive race of all — a race around the world. It is a surprise
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race which starts only two hours after the idea is first raised.
There is no equipment, no long training period, no complicated
preparations. And the single competitor is also a surprise — a
rather formal, non-sporting, English gentleman. Throughout
the book, we constantly check Fogg's progress against his
timetable: we worry about the delays and get excited about the
way he solves problems. Sometimes we have great doubts about
his ability to finish on time, but then, our confidence in him is
restored. We want him to win, to do the “impossible”, and
secretly we know he will do it. The problems, setbacks and
obstacles appear in order to tease us and test our confidence.

In this sense the story is a model of optimism, the great
driving force of scientific and political development in the
nineteenth century. It is no surprise that Jules Verne went on to
become a politician supporting a range of political causes and
fights for freedom. The challenge, the inventiveness and
good humour of Round the World in Eighty Days can be a
real inspiration for us all.
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Mr Phileas Fogg and Passepartout

In the year 1872 there lived at No. 7 Savile Row, London, Mr
Phileas Fogg, one of the members of the Reform Club. As he
never spoke about himself, nobody knew who he was, He was
certainly English, a fine-looking English gentleman. He was
never seen at the bank or any place of business in the city. He
was unknown to the world of shipowners and shipping. He was
not a merchant or a business man. He was not a farmer. He was
not a scientist. He was not a writer. He seemed to have no
business or trade.

Phileas Fogg was a member of the Reform Club, and that was
all.

As he seemed to be an unknown man, without friends, it may
be wondered how he had come to be a member of the Reform
Club. It was quite simple. The head of the bank that did his
business had put his name on the list of those who wished to
become members, and he was accepted.

Was Phileas Fogg rich? Yes, certainly. But how he had made
his fortune nobody knew, and Mr Fogg was not the sort of man to
tell anybody. He did not spend much money and yet he did not
seem to be one of those people who loved saving money.

He talked very little; in fact nobody could have talked less.
There was no secret about his habits and his daily life, but as he
always did everything regularly in exactly the same way every
day, people wondered more and more about him and his past
life.

Had he travelled? Probably, for nobody knew the map of the
world better than he. He seemed to have the most exact
knowledge of every country and town in the world. Sometimes
when the members of the club talked about travellers who had
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