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Three New Conrad Letters, 1899, 1910 and 1913
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T
he three previously unpublished letters printed below, all to known Conrad correspondents, have featured in recent auctions. They appear here by kind permission of the Estate of Joseph Conrad as represented by Cambridge University Press, and follow the policies and conventions laid out in the Collected Letters.
I

The first item is an addition to the small group of five known letters from Conrad to R. B. Cunninghame Graham’s widowed mother, the Hon. Anne Elizabeth Bontine (née Elphinstone Fleeming, 1828–1925). The manuscript of this late-1899 letter made two appearances in 2015, firstly at a Bonham’s (London) auction and later in a catalogue of the antiquarian booksellers Sumner and Stillman (Yarmouth, ME, USA), priced at £8,402.

Conrad’s first known letter to Mrs Bontine of October 1898 was written several months after his introduction to her son. Of mixed Scots and Spanish heritage, Mrs Bontine lived in an elegant Georgian mansion in Chester Square in London’s fashionable Belgravia, where, as a society hostess of some note, she presided over a salon that brought together artists, writers and politicians. It was she who, after having read “An Outpost of Progress” in Cosmopolis, first drew her son’s attention to Conrad, who later described her as “interested in the artistic movements of all sorts. A wonderful old woman” (CL2 106, 323).
 
 


No evidence has yet come to light to indicate whether Conrad and Mrs Bontine ever met, and it is quite possible that their friendship was purely epistolary, she usually writing to compliment him on his latest work, and he invariably writing to her at times when her son – “dear Robert” – was travelling abroad. The main reason for the present letter was to respond to Mrs Bontine’s “kind words” about Lord Jim, which had just begun serialization in October’s Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine. In his reply, the writer, still labouring to finish the work, assumes that it will yield the short story to join the two other Marlow narratives in the Youth collection, expected to appear in March 1900. In the event, Lord Jim so outgrew its original conception that it had to be published separately (1900), being replaced in Youth by “The End of the Tether” (with this volume eventually appearing in November 1902).
To the Hon. A. E. Bontine
Text MS Private collection; Unpublished
[letterhead:] Pent Farm
25 Nov 99
Dear Mrs Bontine

A thousand apologies for my remissness in answering Your kind and most welcome letter. I’ve just heard from dear Robert. He wrote from Granada.
 It makes me really happy to know that in the midst of his occupations he finds time to think of me. If envy is the sincerest form of admiration then I do envy him. There is no man to envy more.


He told me of his intention to go south again, so I do not answer his letter now. I expect to have the happiness (ceci n’est pas une phrase
) of seeing him on his return. His youngest (I should think) friend does not consider himself fully dressed for the day unless he has on his neck the pretty-pretty given him by Kunam Gram.
 Do you recognize the name? (It appears to be a perhaps-tribal corruption of “Cunninghame Graham”). 

You have the gift of kind words, of words that reach one in the depths of mental solitude, of discouragement, of mistrust. It looks like the blackest ingratitude that I should have delayed so long my thanks for your praise of Lord Jim which is my last (and lasting) anxiety. I’ve not as yet finished that story. The volume including that one, the Heart of D[arkne]ss and Youth shall come out in March if the Fates are propitious. It shall come out and but for You – Robert – a friend here and there I would feel it shall disappear about that date. Yet I am a fortunate man for I have just the appreciations I care for.

My wife, with thanks for your message for her, asks me to convey the expression of her great regard. I can’t tell you how grateful I am for every letter you deign to write.


Pray believe me always your most faithful and obedient servant.
Joseph Conrad.

II
The addressee of the second letter, Ernst P(aulus) Bendz (1880–1966), is already known to many Conradians as the author of Joseph Conrad: An Appreciation (1923), which he sent to the writer on its publication and which promptly earned him a lengthy reply (CL8 36–38);
 he may also have been one of the “Swedish friends” mentioned by G. Jean-Aubry as pressing in late-1923 for Conrad to be made a Nobel laureate (1930: 193). As a younger scholar, Bendz graduated from Lund University in 1914 with a dissertation on Oscar Wilde, taught in Gothenburg and wrote several studies of English and French writers. The preface to his Conrad monograph confesses to “a feeling of deep admiration and a sense of temperamental affinity” with the writer, an admiration that can now be seen to have dated back to 1910, when his first contact with Conrad prompted the reply printed below. This unpublished letter appeared for sale in February 2014 at an auction held by Bukowski Auktioner (Stockholm) but, failing to meet its reserve, remained unsold.

The exchange of 1910 grew out of Bendz’s reading of “The Duel” in A Set of Six. His progress had evidently been interrupted at a point in the story where D’Hubert describes Feraud to the Chevalier as “[A] general. A Gascon. Son of a blacksmith, I believe,” leading the Chevalier to see likenesses between Feraud and Napoleon Bonaparte, whom he goes on to characterize as: “Feraud of sorts. Offspring of a blacksmith and some village troll. See what comes of mixing yourself up with that sort of people” (p. 301). What, wondered Bendz, did “Feraud of sorts” mean, and why had Conrad used the word “troll” (usually signifying a supernatural figure from Scandinavian folklore) in connection with Napoleon Bonaparte’s mother? His polite appeal to the author received the following gracious reply:

To Ernst P. Bendz

Text MS Bukowski Auktioner (Stockholm); Unpublished

[letterhead:] Capel House

8 Nov 1910.

Dear Sir.


No apology was necessary: an appreciative reader has got all the privileges of a friend.


In answer to your inquiries all I can say as to the expression Feraud of sorts, is that it indicates contempt. It hasn’t the dignity of an idiom; it is a colloquialism much in use to convey a slighting opinion one may have of an individual. It is, where it stands, as if the Chevalier had exclaimed: “A nobody!” etc etc.


The other point you raise I don’t wonder at. It startled even myself. I turned up the copy of the first edition in my possession and there the word troll stands plainly enough – as in the Tauchnitz reprint.
 I must confess sorrowfully that strictly speaking there is no such word. But there is trull = a vagrant, a strumpet, a disreputable girl of the lower classes; and there is trollop = an untidy woman, a slattern. Thus troll may be a misprint for trull. I have revised the proofs myself; but I am a very bad proof-corrector. I never see misprints.


Or it may be a mistake of my own arising from a certain confusion of thought.
 Hesitating between the two words: trull – trollop it is possible that I decided for the last; then after writing it as far as troll – my mind reverted to the first and stopped my pen at that point. In this way the O instead of the U remained in manuscript and at last got into print.


Both words are old and no longer used in current speech. The proof-readers of my publishers let it pass, being careless; and I, being positively blind to that sort of thing (when my own work is in question), allowed it to stand through pure oversight.


No wonder you did not understand! But strangely enough one or two of my friends who pointed out to me the other three misprints in the volume said nothing as to this one. Stranger still, the Athenaeum (a weekly) which is very severe on matters of language, and took me to task for an ungrammatical sentence in that very same story, made no comment on what looks more like a mistake from ignorance than a mere misprint.



Believe me dear Dr Bendz, with most friendly sentiments

Yours faithfully

J. Conrad

The letter holds an obvious interest for Conrad’s editors, not least in its granting permission for a possible emendation – of “troll” to “trull” or “trollop.” In addition, its anatomy of a specific verbal slip may help to clarify how other textual oddities or even cruxes in Conrad’s work often result from his instinctive hesitation or “confusion” not only between different languages but between near-homophones in English.
 At a more general level, Conrad’s views on his own and others’ shortcomings as proof-readers make for revealing authorial testimony. But they nevertheless also seem shaped by the need to preserve for his addressee the persona of the patricianly writer struggling against the odds: whereas he, the author and reviser, is “positively blind” to misprints and, as a helpless victim of “pure oversight,” excusably misses “that sort of thing,” it is a different matter with his professional proof-readers: they apparently spot these slips but, being “careless,” are disposed to let them pass. 
III
The third item – a brief note – fits into an already published exchange of 1913 between Conrad and the geologist and apprentice novelist E(lliot) L(ovegood) Grant Watson (1885–1970).
 After participating in an ethnological expedition to North Western Australia in 1910–11, Grant Watson had returned to Europe, been introduced to Conrad by a friend and persuaded the writer to read the manuscript of his first novel, Where Bonds Are Loosed (1914). Conrad received the manuscript in August 1913 (CL5 265), informing Grant Watson on 2 September that he had asked his friend Arthur Marwood to join him in the reading project and that they would like to meet him in the near future (CL5 277–78); Conrad repeated the invitation on 8 September (CL5 281) and then finalized the meeting in the letter below: 
To E. L. Grant Watson

Text MS Artcurial (Paris); Unpublished

[letterhead:] Capel House

Thursday 2 Oct 1913
Dear Mr Grant-Watson


Could you come here Wed[nesday] next?




It’s the earliest day convenient to Marwood and myself and we do hope that you will find it possible. If not you must suggest a date.


If you could come we would meet you at Hamstreet at 1 pm.


Kindest regards

Yours affect[iona]tely

J. Conrad
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� Twenty-two of Mrs Bontine’s unpublished diaries held at the University of California at Irvine confirm the breadth of her interests in European politics and culture. Many of her letters and other papers are held at the National Library of Scotland.


� During the last three months of 1899, Graham was travelling widely in Spain.


� “This isn’t just a fine sentiment.”


� Jessie Conrad explains that on one of his early visits, Graham had presented the baby Borys with “a plain gold heart, set with a single turquoise ... on which to cut his teeth” (1935, p. 58). In a letter of October 1899, Conrad informed Graham that “Borys wears the heart every day and says that Gram-ma has given it to him” (CL2 207).


� Bendz’s earlier article on Conrad of 1917–18 is less well known (see “Works cited”).


� Published in Leipzig, 1908.


� The word “troll” was present in the manuscript portion of “The Duel” and so is of authorial origin. See MS leaf 95 in the transcription by Stape and Peters (2015), p. 160.


� The Athenæum’s review of 29 August 1908 made no specific complaint about an ungrammatical sentence in A Set of Six, but its praise was oddly diluted by pompous negatives (“[W]e do not think that the short story represents Mr. Conrad’s true métier ... His is not at all the impressionistic method” [JCCR, p. 479]). In his later review (The New Age, 19 September 1908, reprinted in JCCR, pp. 487–9), Arnold Bennett forcefully defended Conrad against the Athenæum’s critical obtuseness.


� As an example of such confusion between near-homophones (“desert”/ “deserted”) and of the need for emendation, see the Cambridge Edition of Youth, Heart of Darkness, The End of the Tether, ed. Owen Knowles (2010), p. 141.10 and “Textual Notes,” p. 424.


� The letter appeared as Lot 20 in an auction at Artcurial in Paris of 14 November 2011; there is no record of its selling-price.


� In his autobiography (1946, pp. 148–51), Grant Watson recalled that at this 8 October meeting, Conrad and Marwood, having read the manuscript seven times, presented him with 31 pages of notes. Another letter from Conrad to the apprentice writer followed in December 1913 (CL5 308), informing him of “fundamental differences of [artistic] outlook” between them while nevertheless congratulating him on having his novel accepted by Duckworth. Conrad’s final letter to Grant Watson of August 1917 (CL6 118–19) thanked him for sending him a copy of his The Mainland (1917).






