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Introduction

“When I say we want action,” Mr Vladimir went on, “I don’t mean that
people have to die. We just want to frighten people. Buildings are enough.
But which buildings? That’s the question. What do you think, Mr
Verloc?”

Mr Verloc didn’t know. He said nothing ...

Mr Verloc is a fat man who owns a bookshop in London. He is
happily married to a pretty young woman called Winnie.
Winnie’s brother, Stevie, lives with them. Stevie is a good-
looking boy but he has a problem. There is something wrong
with his head and he can’t remember things. So Mr Verloc and
Winnie have to look after him.

Mr Verloc is very lazy. He just wants to be comfortable and to
look after his shop. But he is also an anarchist: He belongs to a
group of anarchists who have meetings in his house. They all want
to see a revolution'in Britain, but Mr Verloc doesn’t really want to
do very much about it. He wants a revolution just to happen.

Mr Vladimir works in the Russian Embassy” He orders Mr
Verloc to bomb an important scientific building in London. This
is very difficult for Mr Verloc. Will he do the job? Can he do the
job? And what happens when the plan all goes terribly wrong?

The Secret Agent"(1907) takes place in London in the late 1880s.
At this time in Europe and Russia the political movement called
anarchism, which disagreed with all forms of government, was
becoming popular. Conrad’s story is very exciting, with surprises
on every page. But it is far more than just an adventure®story. It is
also a study of the badness that can lie"at the heart of man.

Joseph Conrad was very unusual. He was an adventurer as well as
a great writer. He was born Joseph Teodor Konrad Korzeniowski



themselves. In The Secret Agent, Winnie loves Verloc, her husband,
and is badly hurt by him. Almost none of the people in The Secret
Agent are good people. The anarchists are either lazy or cold-
blooded. The detectives*are just interested in money and getting
information. Only Winnie and Stevie are good, but at the end of
the story Winnie also becomes bad. All the people in the story do
things that neither they nor* the reader think they will do.
Conrad’s own family was political and The Secret Agent is the
world’s first political story, with spies; dishonest policemen,
bombs and murder. The story shows Conrad’s feelings of hatred
towards Russians, who took over Poland! his country, and killed
his parents.

Conrad wrote many books. The most famous ones are Lord Jim,
Nostromo, Heart of Darkness and The Secret Agent. Many people
think that this book is one of the best books that anyone has ever
written in the English language. The Secret Agent is also a film,
with Bob Hoskins, Gerard Depardieu, and Patricia Arquette.
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Chapter 1 The Lazy Shopkeeper

Mr Verloc went out in the morning, leaving his wife’s brother to
look after the shop and his wife to look after her brother. This
was all right, because very few customers came into the shop
before the evenings.

The shop was small, and so was the house. They lived in a
back room behind the shop, and in the bedrooms upstairs. The
house was dirty, in a poor part of London. The shop was like a
square box. In the daytime the door stayed closed; in the evenings
it was open a little.

The shop window showed pictures of dancing-girls without
many clothes on. There were also mysterious boxes and packets,
some books and some newspapers. The books were not the sort
that anyone showed to respectable’ people. No one seemed
interested in the newspapers, which were yellow with age. Mr
Verloc’s anarchist friends wrote them.

The shop’s customers were either very young men, who
waited by the window for a time before suddenly going in, or
older men with dirty clothes. They pushed their hands into the
pockets of their coats and pulled their hats low over their faces
before going into the shop. Customers went into the shop
quickly, but they could not escape’ the old bell. As soon as anyone
came into the shop, the bell made a loud sound.

At the sound of the bell Mr Verloc left the back room and
came into the shop. He was a fat man, with heavy eyes. When
you saw him, you thought that he slept in his clothes. In most
businesses, people need to wear nice clothes and to look nice.
But in Mr Verloc’s business it didn’t matter. His customers paid
the high prices that Mr Verloc asked, without worrying about*
the clothes of the shopkeeper.



Sometimes Mrs Verloc came into the shop at the sound of the bell.
Winnie Verloc was a young, pretty woman.



Sometimes Mrs Verloc came into the shop at the sound of the
bell. Winnie Verloc was a young, pretty*woman. When she came
into the shop, young customers couldnt meet her eyes. They
bought something useless, like a pencil. They paid too much for
the pencil, but as soon as they were out of the shop, they threw it
away angrily.

Customers were not the only people to push through the
dirty door. In the evenings Mr Verloc sometimes had visitors.
They said hello to Mrs Verloc and walked past her into the back
room.

Mr Verloc was a lazy man who liked his life to be comfortable?
And his life was comfortable. He had some money. His wife
looked after him, and she seemed happy. She seemed to admire*
him, and what more can a respectable man want?

When Winnie was younger, Winnie's mother had a small
hotel. Some men stayed in the hotel for months or years, and
others stayed just for a few nights while they had business in
London. Winnie helped her mother to look after the hotel. The
men all liked her. She was pretty, and she had beautiful, thick
black hair. She was also quiet, and didn’t talk much, and the men
liked that too. Mr Verloc stayed at the hotel when he was in
London. He seemed respectable, and he always had money.

When Mr Verloc and Winnie got married, they decided to
leave the hotel. Winnie’s mother sold it, and Mr Verloc and his
new wife took some furniture® from it for their new house. And
along with the furniture went Stevie. Winnie’s mother was glad
that she didn’t have to worry about Stevie. Mr Verloc had
money; Mr Verloc could look after Stevie. And Winnie always
loved Stevie.

Stevie was a problem. He was a good-looking boy, but weak’
He could read and write, but was not much help in the hotel.
There was something wrong with his head. He could not
remember things. Outside, he could not find his way home, and



could not remember his address. Sudden questions and noises
worried him a lot. His sentences were never good, but when he
was worried they were worse. He got angry easily, and then he
could speak only one or two words.

So Stevie came with the furniture to Mr Verloc’s new house,
with the shop in front. And there he sat all day, making circles on
pieces of paper, while Winnie looked at him from time to time}
in the way that a mother looks at her child.

Chapter 2 A Dangerous Plan

Mr Verloc left the house at 10.30 in the morning. It was
unusually early for him. The sun shone, and he walked past Hyde
Park” where men and women were riding horses, and people
were walking. He wore his blue coat, his boots were black and
shiny, and his face seemed fresh and clean. His heavy eyes were
more awake than usual. Carriages drove past on the roads, pulled
by horses, with women’s faces at the windows.

Mr Verloc could see that the people in the carriages and in the
park were rich. The rich were weak and they had to guard
themselves and their money against the poor. So the rich were
afraid of the poor, and the poor hated the rich. Mr Verloc was an
anarchist, and he wanted to see a revolution in Britain. He did
not want to do very much, because he was lazy, but he wanted a
revolution just to happen. So he was happy that the rich and the
poor were enemies.

Mr Verloc arrived in Chesham Square and knocked on the door
of a large house. It was the Embassy of a foreign country. A servant
opened the door and Mr Verloc walked inside. He pulled a letter
from his pocket and showed it to the servant, who looked at it and
then took Mr Verloc to a room. Mr Verloc waited in the room for
a few minutes, and then he heard a door open behind him.



Mr Verloc knocked on the door of a large house.

It was the Embassy of o foreign country.



At first, when he turned, he saw only black clothes, the top of
a head, and some papers. The man was reading the papers as he
walked into the room. He went over to the table and put the
papers down on it. Then he put on some glasses and turned to
look at Mr Verloc.

“My name is Vladimir,” the man said, and he picked up the
papers again.“We have here some of your reports”

Mr Verloc waited. What was this man going to say?

“We’re not happy about the police in this country, Mr
Vladimir continued. He seemed tired.

For the first time since he left his home that morning, Mr Verloc
opened his lips. “Every country has its police;” he said. But the
Embassy man just continued to look at him, so Mr Verloc went on:
“You know that I cannot do anything about the police here”

“We want to see something happen,” Mr Vladimir said.
“Something big.You can do that, can’t you?”

Mr Verloc didn’t answer. “The police here are too soft*,” Mr
Vladimir said. He went and sat down behind a desk.“We want
them to be harder. Then ordinary people will be afraid of them

. and then ordinary people will want a change, a revolution
perhaps. Do you see? People here do not hate the police enough”

“Of course,”said Mr Verloc, who was not unintelligent.“If you
read my reports, you will see that the ordinary people of this
country are already unhappy. Things are getting quite dangerous
here”

“l have read your reports,” said Mr Vladimir. “I cannot
understand why you wrote them. They are useless. We already
know things are dangerous. Why do you think we use you and
pay you money? We do not pay you to tell us what we already
know, but to make things worse than they are. We do not want
reports; we want to see something real happen.”

“I'll do my best,” Mr Verloc started to say, but he stopped
because the other man was just looking hard at™ him.



“You're very fat.’the other man said rudely. He spoke in French.

“What did you say?” Mr Verloc asked.

Respectable people in London knew Mr Vladimir well, and
liked him. He was amusing*and told stories well. But Mr Verloc
could see no amusement in his tace. Mr Vladimir sat back in his
chair and looked hard at Mr Verloc without moving his eyes.

“You understand French, don’t you?” he said.

Mr Verloc explained that he was half French and lived there
for a long time. He stood in the middle of the room holding his
hat in one hand and feeling helpless. But then Mr Vladimir
changed to English for the rest of the conversation®

“Ah, yes, of course,” he said.“You were in prison there, weren’t
you? For five years? You sold us some secrets. How did they catch
you?”

“A woman ...” began Mr Verloc.“She took my money, and
told the police”

“That wasn’t very clever,” Mr Vladimir said.“So what do you
want?”

“I don’t have anything to say,’said Mr Verloc.“I got a letter. You
wanted to see me.”

“How can you call yourself an anarchist?” Mr Vladimir said.
“You're too fat. You're not poor and hungry. I think you're lazy.
And how long have we paid you from the Embassy here? How
long have you worked for us in this country?”

“For eleven vyears, said Mr Verloc. “Since Baron® Stott-
Wartenheim was here. He used me several times. I came to
London at first because he asked me to”

“Ah, yes, the Baron,” said Mr Vladimir.“Yes . .. he got a lot of
soft, lazy people to work for us. But things must change. I asked
you to come here to tell you this: you have to work for your
money now. | see that you understand me. We don’t want reports;
we want action”

“But only three months ago, when the Duke’ Romuald was



visiting Paris, [ warned the Baron that some people wanted to try
to kill the Duke. Don’t you remember?”

“The French police didnt need your warning,” said Mr
Vladimir.“And now I repeat: we don’t want words, we must have
action. We want the British to wake up?Why do you anarchists
just write stupid newspapers which nobody reads? You're all lazy.
What can I do with you?”

“Why did you ask me to come here to the Embassy at eleven
in the morning?” asked Mr Verloc, a little angry. He was better
with words than with actions; he was unhappy that this young
man was trying to get him to do something.“It’s dangerous for
me to come here in the morning. If someone sees me, I'll stop
being useful to you”

“That’s your problem,’said Mr Vladimir.“When you stop being
useful, we stop paying you.”

Mr Verloc’s legs felt weak and he wanted suddenly to sit
down.

“When [ say that we want action,” Mr Vladimir went on,“I
don’t mean that people have to die. We just want to frighten
people. Buildings are enough. But which buildings? That’s the
question. What do you think, Mr Verloc?”

Mr Verloc didn’t know. He said nothing. He was frightened of
traps.”

“I'll tell you,” Mr Vladimir said.“Today people love and admire
science. They thank science for their comfortable lives. So if we
want to frighten them, we must attack a science building. The
newspapers won't be able to use all their old, tired words to talk
about that. Usually when a bomb attack” happens, on a king,
perhaps, or a theatre, people just say, ‘Oh, some poor people did
that,” and then they forget about it. But what about a bomb
attack which people can’t explain? Then they’ll wake up. And it
must be a famous building. I'll tell you the building that I'm
thinking about, if you like. Can you guess?”



