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Many evening watches we spent on the poop. Ever the great teller of a tale, he had twenty 
years of tales to tell. Tales of ships and storms, of Polish revolution, of his youthful Carlist 
gun-running adventure...




(John Galsworthy, recalling Joseph Conrad, in Castles in Spain, 74-5)

My re-reading of a book by Major Spilsbury prompted this short piece about Joseph Conrad and gun-running. As we know, the smuggling of guns or gun-powder is described in a large number of Conrad’s works: notably in Almayer’s Folly, ‘Karain’, Nostromo, The Mirror of the Sea, The Arrow of Gold and The Rescue. A smuggler is a kind of gambler – a person who ventures money and/or labour in a risky attempt to make a profit. Conrad’s temperament was, in part, that of a gambler. Leaving Poland to become an aspiring seafarer, and, later, seeking to earn a living by writing fiction in English: even these career-choices resemble gambles, when the considerable elements of risk are taken into account.

Spilsbury gambled, too. In the 1890s, the Globe Venture Syndicate of London secured a concession to trade with the tribes of the Sus, in Southern Morocco. The concession was illegal, as the Moroccan government had forbidden European traders to enter that region. Nevertheless, in the summer of 1897, Major A. Gybbon Spilsbury set out from England on behalf of the Syndicate, made contact with the tribes, and offered to supply them with arms with which they might rebel against the Sultan.  On 3 December 1897, Spilsbury again left England, taking with him on his newly-purchased steam-yacht Tourmaline a cargo of guns and ammunition. Before the cargo could be landed on the south-west coast of Morocco, the Sultan’s man-of-war appeared, and the expedition was ambushed and routed. Later, four of the Globe’s men were jailed for smuggling, and Spilsbury himself was tried at Gibraltar for illegally importing arms, but was acquitted.

Joseph Conrad’s friend R. B. Cunninghame Graham, the aristocratic founder of the Labour Party, knew and admired Spilsbury personally, but disliked his cause and attempted to dissuade him from it (Cunninghame Graham 1898: Appendix C). Spilsbury’s first expedition had incidentally helped to bring about Cunninghame Graham’s arrest and detention in Morocco. The Sultan, forewarned of the Syndicate’s activities, had ordered his subjects to arrest any European in the Sus region. Consequently, when Graham, exploring Morocco in local disguise, tried to reach the city of Tarudant in the autumn of 1897, he was captured, held in captivity, and eventually sent back. Graham’s subsequent account of this fiasco provided the basis for Shaw’s play about captives in Morocco, Captain Brassbound’s Conversion; and Graham also completed a lengthy questionnaire from Shaw to add realistic details to the play. After his return from Morocco, Graham criticised the Globe Syndicate in articles for Frank Harris’s Saturday Review, and he also discussed the venture in his travel-book, Mogreb-el-Acksa, which so delighted Conrad. (That title, Mogreb-el-Acksa, can be translated as The Far West or simply Morocco.) 

In two letters to Cunninghame Graham, written in February and March 1898 (Watts 1969: 74-5, 81), Conrad responds to information from Graham about Spilsbury’s expedition, and in the second he remarks: “I’ve done better in my time but then I didn’t act for a syndicate.” This remark prompted me, in Joseph Conrad’s Letters to R. B. Cunninghame Graham (77) to offer the speculation that Conrad’s association of Spilsbury’s gun-running with his own may have led Conrad to conceal the name of the vessel on which he had been a gun-runner in the Mediterranean by borrowing the name Tourmaline and simply altering the vowels to make Tremolino. I added:


This would account for the fact that Conrad’s biographers have been unable to trace an 
actual vessel called Tremolino; and there is no record that Conrad used this name before 
1898.


The leading Conradian biographer, Jocelyn Baines, in correspondence with me in 1963-4, had already deemed my surmise to be “far from improbable” (Watts 1964: 88); but, at the time, I was not convinced by it; and, these days, about half a century later, it seems to me highly unlikely.  The two names, though confusable in appearance, are credibly distinct in meaning, the English noun “tourmaline” referring to a semi-precious gemstone with diverse colours, while the Italian noun “tremolino” means (if we ignore inappropriate botanical terms such as “aspen”) “little trembler”. Of the latter name, Conrad’s own suggested translation, which does not render the affectionate diminutive suffix “ino”, is “quiverer”.  Furthermore, in The Mirror of the Sea, Conrad’s apparent delight in recalling the name Tremolino is rather persuasive of its veracity. The Tremolino re-appears, more than a decade later, in The Arrow of Gold. Conrad’s consistency, not only in the use of the name but also in the warmth of sentiment when the vessel is being recalled, argues against my notion that the name was merely an opportunistic adaptation, prompted by the correspondence in 1898, of Tourmaline. Another telling piece of counter-evidence is Conrad’s reflection that the name Tremolino was misleading: for, though the noun connotes “fear” via the association with “trembling”, the vessel herself, he remembers, was “the pluckiest little craft”. Such a reflection appears to exclude the possibility that Conrad had concocted the name himself, for then he would surely have devised one that he deemed clearly appropriate to his sense of the vessel’s character – Plucky Sprite, perhaps. This would also be an objection to Mario Curreli’s ingenious theory that Conrad was onomastically inspired to add an “o” to the family surname “Trémolin” which appeared in a novel by Édouard Drumont entitled Le  Dernier des Trémolin. (See Curreli 2002: 39-43.)

The Tremolino was far smaller than Spilsbury’s Tourmaline. The latter was a steam-yacht of 150 tons, “strongly built and well engined”, and armed with a two-inch gun (two inches being the bore diameter). In The Mirror, Conrad refers to the Tremolino both as a balancelle (a vessel which usually has only one lateen mast) and as a felucca (which may have one or two lateen masts). He provides a description of her which is so affectionate as to modulate into the erotic: 


A true balancelle, with two short masts raking forward and two curved yards, each as long 
as her hull; a true child of the Latin Lake, with a spread of two enormous sails resembling 
the pointed wings on a sea-bird’s slender body, and herself, like a bird indeed, skimming 
rather than sailing the seas.



Her name was the Tremolino. How is this to be translated? The Quiverer? What a 
name to give the pluckiest little craft that ever dipped her sides in angry foam! I had felt her, 
it is true, trembling for nights and days together under my feet, but it was with the high-
strung tenseness of her faithful courage. In her short, but brilliant, career, she has taught me 
nothing, but she has given me everything. I owe to her the awakened love for the sea... The 
Tremolino! To this day I cannot utter or even write that name without a strange tightening of 
the breast and the gasp of mingled delight and dread of one’s first passionate experience. 
(156-7)

Such lyricism is absent from Spilsbury’s recollections, but they are informative about Carlism. Carlists were generally staunch Catholics who believed that in the matter of succession to the throne, the male line should have priority: they therefore opposed the arrangement whereby Ferdinand VII was succeeded not by his brother, Don Carlos, but by his daughter, who became Isabella II. In his book, The Tourmaline Expedition, Spilsbury makes clear that even in the late 1890s, the authorities regarded Carlist plots as a continuing threat. He says:


The Spanish Government had become suspicious about the cargo of the Tourmaline and 
saw dark designs of Carlist intrigues and plots for a rising in the Canaries... (193)
(At that time, both Spain and France took a keen interest in Moroccan affairs.) Even more tellingly, Spilsbury blames the failure of his venture mainly on a curious connection with an earlier vessel. The reason for the ambush of his landing-party was this, he says:


The Spanish authorities were on the qui vive for, by a singular coincidence, my yacht bore the 
same name as one which, in the Carlist war of 1870, landed a cargo of arms subscribed for 
by the Catholic party in England, on the north coast of Spain, and the Spanish 
Government suspected that the Moorish business was a blind, and that the real object of 
the Tourmaline was to land arms in the Canaries and foment there a rising against the Home 
Government... (174-5)
Thus, “by a singular coincidence”, 17 years before the fiasco of the Tourmaline expedition, a vessel called (according to Spilsbury) Tourmaline was involved in smuggling arms to Spanish Carlists. This information could even provoke a new speculation: that the original vessel he had heard of was called not Tourmaline but Tremolino, the names being sufficiently similar to cause confusion. Conrad was based in Marseille from late 1874 to April 1878, and a likely time of his Tremolino adventures would be between October 1877 and the end of February 1878 (see Baines, 53); but the Tremolino could, for all we know, have been in use as a smuggler’s vessel as early as the date given by Spilsbury, 1870. 

I think it probable that, during the later part of his years in Marseille, Conrad was indeed involved in arms-smuggling for Carlist Legitimists, the supporters of Don Carlos de Borbón y de Austria-Este, Pretender to the Spanish throne, the foe of Alfonso XII, Alfonso de Borbón y Borbón. Some assiduous commentators, however, are sceptical. For instance, Dr Zdzisław Najder, the eminent biographer, has suggested that the timing indicated by Conrad is suspiciously late: “highly questionable if not impossible”. In Joseph Conrad: A Chronicle, Dr Najder observes:


The fights between the supporters of Alfonso XII and those who favored Don Carlos 
ended on 27 February 1876; one year later the young king announced a general amnesty for 
all political opponents. The police archives in Marseilles abound in data on the subject of the 
Carlists and the tradesmen and the ships involved in gunrunning to Spain, but they all 
concern an earlier period. (47)
More recently, J. H. Stape, too, has expressed great scepticism. In The Several Lives of Joseph Conrad, Stape says:


Chronology, however, weighs heavily against Conrad’s involvement in any gun-running for 
the Carlist pretender to the Spanish throne. ... Don Carlos’s cause was nearly spent by the 
time Conrad arrived in Marseilles... . The Carlist movement’s death agonies were prolonged, 
but on 17 February 1876 it suffered the coup de grâce, when its forces were decisively 
defeated 
at Estella, their final Basque country stronghold. (29)

Major Spilsbury’s account, nevertheless, should warn us against such chronological conclusiveness. Certainly, the main Carlist battles were fought in 1875 and early in the following year. Alfonso XII defeated the forces of Don Carlos in February 1876; and Don Carlos then retreated into France, never to return to Spain. Nevertheless, as Spilsbury reminds us, hostilities continued. Many of the Basques declined to be reconciled to Alfonso, and guerrillas in Catalonia maintained sporadic fighting. “Arms were undoubtedly still being smuggled to those provinces” after 1877, during Conrad’s time in Marseille, stated Jocelyn Baines (Baines 1960: 53). Indeed, Carlism had frequent revivals: conspiracies extended through the late 1870s and the 1880s, insurrections broke out in Catalonia and the Levant in 1900, and eventually, in 1939, the Carlists found themselves “on the winning side” – that of General Franco’s fascists (Blinkhorn 1975: Chap. 1 and Epilogue; quotation, p. 296).

Conrad refers to his smuggling days in Marseille not only in the novel The Arrow of Gold and in the ostensibly autobiographical Mirror of the Sea but also in a letter to Sir Sidney Colvin in August 1919, where he claims that the story of the Tremolino and her fate is “literally true” (CL6 462). Jessie Conrad referred to the smuggling episode and added that Conrad and his fellow-smugglers evaded capture by hiding for days in a cellar (1926: 121-2). Again, a letter written by John Galsworthy as early as 1893 reports that Conrad of the Torrens reminisced about “a little smuggling in the days of his youth” (Marrot 1935: 88). This was evidently Mediterranean rather than Caribbean smuggling; for, in Castles in Spain (1927), Galsworthy recalled that Conrad told yarns about “his youthful Carlist gun-running adventure”; and, when Conrad was fictionalised by Galsworthy in the tale “Ashes”, 1897, the Conradian figure, young Marylski, dines in Monte Carlo in the 1870s with an imposing black-moustached character who is the “first smuggler in Marseille (or out of it)”. Ample documentation confirms the objective existence of “Dominic” (Dominique) Cervoni, who, according to Conrad, was the charismatic seaman leading the arms-smuggling expeditions. The reliable Tadeusz Bobrowski says that Conrad was involved in illicit trading with Spain, which initially was highly profitable. Although, as Dr Najder warns us, the trade mentioned by Bobrowski “need not have been gunrunning”, gun-running seems a very likely form of “highly profitable” venture. We may readily concede that the account in The Mirror of the Sea of the dramatic circumstances of the wrecking of the Tremolino has been substantially fictionalised by Conrad. According to Norman Sherry (1971: 164, 420), César Cervoni’s son, while confirming that Dominic was involved in smuggling, said that his father César (depicted in The Mirror as a thief and traitor slain by Dominic, his uncle) was not related to Dominic and was not killed by him. Recognition of a substantial measure of fictionalising should nevertheless not entail dismissal of the basic Tremolino legend. 

 As I have indicated, that legend gains a little sustenance from Major Spilsbury’s book, which provides two shreds of evidence to strengthen the belief that Conrad did indeed smuggle arms in the Tremolino to Carlist rebels. First, Spilsbury makes clear that the Carlist threat did not vanish in February 1876, but continued, and was deemed by the Spanish authorities to be dangerous as late as 1897 and 1898. Secondly, Spilsbury claims that the troubles besetting the Tourmaline occurred largely because the authorities confused his vessel with a Carlist gun-running vessel which bore the same name; but two gun-running Tourmalines is surely a coincidence which strains credulity. A tempting speculation is that the Spanish authorities were confusing the name Tourmaline with the similar name Tremolino. (In later years, several British ships were named Tourmaline.) Of course, if Spilsbury’s reference to “the north coast of Spain” means the Atlantic north coast rather than Spain’s north Mediterranean coast, and if the vessel he mentions had set out from England, where he says its Catholic sponsors lived, that would seem to rule out the Tremolino’s involvement, she being a small craft best suited to the Mediterranean; but Spilsbury’s account is there ambiguous, and his received information had possibly become distorted in the course of seventeen years.

An obvious anomaly remains. Responding to Cunninghame Graham in 1898, Conrad said, as we have noted, “I didn’t act for a syndicate”. In The Mirror, however, we read:

We four formed (to use a term well understood nowadays in every social sphere) a 
“syndicate” owning the Tremolino: an international and astonishing syndicate. (157)

This suggests that Conrad, in that letter to Cunninghame Graham, was actually recalling the earlier  gun-running venture, involving the Saint-Antoine. In that venture, we may speculate, Conrad and Dominique Cervoni, with the connivance of Captain Escarras of the Saint-Antoine, brought a cargo of guns from Marseille in that ship and, using local vessels, sold the weapons somewhere along the coastline of the Gulf of Mexico or the Caribbean coast of South America, in Venezuela probably; and this exploit evidently provided inspiration for a later inter-continental gun-runner, Don Martin Decoud of Nostromo. According to César Cervoni’s son, Dominic “was smuggling goods from one continent to another” (my italics; Sherry 1971, 164). 


Thus scholarship makes compost: the shrivelling of one speculation provides nourishment for the next. 
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