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Text:

Days lengthened into weeks, then into months. Gobila’s people drummed and yelled to every new

moon, as of yore, but kept away from the station. Makola and Carlier tried once in a canoe to open

communications, but were received with a shower of arrows, and had to fly back to the station for dear

life.

That attempt set the country up and down the river into an uproar that could be very distinctly heard5

for days. The steamer was late. At first they spoke of delay jauntily, then anxiously, then gloomily. The

matter was becoming serious. Stores were running short. Carlier cast his lines off the bank, but the

river was low, and the fish kept out in the stream. They dared not stroll far away from the station to

shoot.

Moreover, there was no game in the impenetrable forest. Once Carlier shot a hippo in the river. They10

had no boat to secure it, and it sank. When it floated up it drifted away, and Gobila’s people secured the

carcass. It was the occasion for a national holiday, but Carlier had a fit of rage over it and talked about

the necessity of exterminating all the niggers before the country could be made habitable.

Kayerts mooned about silently; spent hours looking at the portrait of his Melie. It represented a little

girl with long bleached tresses and a rather sour face. His legs were much swollen, and he could hardly15

walk.

Carlier, undermined by fever, could not swagger anymore, but kept tottering about, still with a devil-

may-care air, as became a man who remembered his crack regiment. He had become hoarse, sarcas-

tic, and inclined to say unpleasant things. He called it ’being frank with you’. [...]

There was nobody there; and being left there alone with their weakness, they became daily more like20

a pair of accomplices than like a couple of devoted friends. They had heard nothing from home for

eight months. Every evening they said, ’Tomorrow we shall see the steamer.’ But one of the Company’s

steamers had been wrecked, and the Director was busy with the other, relieving very distant and im-

portant stations on the main river. He thought that the useless station, and the useless men, could wait.

Meantime Kayerts and Carlier lived on rice boiled without salt, and cursed the Company, all Africa,25

and the day they were born. One must have lived on such diet to discover what ghastly trouble the

necessity of swallowing one’s food may become. There was literally nothing else in the station but rice

and coffee; they drank the coffee without sugar. The last fifteen lumps Kayerts had solemnly locked

away in his box, together with a half-bottle of Cognac, in case of sickness,’ he explained. Carlier appro-

ved. ’When one is sick,’ he said, ’any little extra like that is cheering.’30

They waited. Rank grass began to sprout over the courtyard. The bell never rang now. Days passed,

silent, exasperating, and slow. When the two men spoke, they snarled; and their silences were bitter,

as if tinged by the bitterness of their thoughts. One day after a lunch of boiled rice, Carlier put down

his cup untasted, and said: ’Hang it all! Let’s have a decent cup of coffee for once. Bring out that sugar,

Kayerts!’35

’For the sick,’ muttered Kayerts, without looking up.

’For the sick,’ mocked Carlier. ’Bosh! ... Well! I am sick.’

’You are no more sick than I am, and I go without,’ said Kayerts in a peaceful tone.

’Come! Out with that sugar, you stingy old slave-dealer.’

Kayerts looked up quickly. Carlier was smiling with marked insolence. And suddenly it seemed to40

Kayerts that he had never seen that man before. Who was he? He knew nothing about him. What was

he capable of? There was a surprising flash of violent emotion within him, as if in the presence of

something undreamt-of, dangerous, and final. But he managed to pronounce with composure − ’That

joke is in very bad taste. Don’t repeat it.’ ’Joke!’ said Carlier, hitching himself forward on his seat. ’I am

hungry − I am sick − I don’t joke! I hate hypocrites. You are a hypocrite. You are a slave-dealer. I am a45

slave-dealer. There’s nothing but slave-dealers in this cursed country. I mean to have sugar in my

coffee today, anyhow!’
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’1 forbid you to speak to me in that way,’ said Kayerts with a fair show of resolution. ’You! − What?’

shouted Carlier, jumping up.

Kayerts stood up also. ’1 am your chief,’ he began, trying to master the shakiness of his voice. ’What?’50

yelled the other. ’Who’s chief? There’s no chief here. There’s nothing here: there’s nothing but you and

I. Fetch the sugar − you pot-bellied ass.’

’Hold your tongue. Go out of this room,’ screamed Kayerts. ’I dismiss you − you scoundrel!’ Carlier

swung a stool. All at once he looked dangerously in earnest. ’You flabby, good-for-nothing civilian −

take that!’ he howled.55

From: Joseph Conrad, An Outpost of Progress (827 words)

Vocabulary:

line 2: as of yore: as in the past

line 14: moon about: to walk around aimlessly, especially when you are unhappy

I. Comprehension (about 400 words) (15VP)

1. Outline what makes the situation for Kayelts and Carlier so critical. Keep to the given excerpt.

2. Compare how the two protagonists behave in this entire passage. Provide suitable examples

from the text.
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