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SOME MUSINGS OF AN IDLE MAN. 
By COLONEL R. H. FIRTH. 

To the man inclined to think for himself, and endowed with a 
certain gift for scribbling, there is ever the risk that he mSty think 
he is a philosopher, become a crank, and, perhaps, a bore. In 
submitting another article under this heading, and mindful of the 
axiom that qui s'excuse s'accuse, one is tempted to say that, 
although a scribbler, one is free from any hope or desire to pose 
as a philosopher, but ever mindful that one may be thought a crank 
and bore. So far, one has had no hint that readers do think thus 
of me, but should any critic be disposed to question the contribu
tion of articles of this kind to our Journal, I plead the need for us 
all to have the widest outlook, and that these articles are but an 
attempt to afford light but serious reading, and aiming at the 
removal from our pages of the dead weight of exclusively profes
sional papers. If one's own outlook be not warped, the following 
pages should be their own justification. 

I. 

To every doctor there have been times when he has had to 
contemplate or combat the sufferings of those in pain and of those 
distressed by sorrow. A recent incident of the kind impels me to 
some reflections: the more so, as certain side advantages arising 
out of the great evil of pain and grief are obvious to the plain man. 
One realizes that these advantages modify the evil in a just 
sufficient degree to keep the heart of the race from breaking. We 
live in times when there are few who have not lost their best and 
dearest; moreover, these are times when the dry bones of truism 
live again before eyes made uncrltical by misfortune. To say that 
suffering is a pure evil is to accept a reactionary conclusion without 
regard to the whole wisdom of the past. On the other hand, if we 
regard pain and trouble as the old world regarded it, that is, as a 
medicine, it is difficult to avoid the thought that the doses are too 
large, and even now and then they would seem to act as an irritant 
poison. 

The general effect of pain tends to unify or arouse the deep
seated and unconscious sense of sympathy inherent in everyone. 
Suffering seems to equalize us all and produce a homogeneity which 
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is not illustrated by good fortune. Imagine a third-class railway 
carriage full of people, and in which a careless man holding the 
door gets his finger nipped or shut into it. Such an incident would 
make the whole assembly of people gasp as in pain; but, can we 
think that all those same persons would have smiled with delight 
had a ten-pound note fluttered from somewhere into that man's 
hand? Most certainly not; possibly one or two would have been 
pleased, one or two indifferent. and one or two depressed at the 
thought that theirs had not been the good fortune. The incident 
emphasizes well the fact that homogeneity is not illustrated by 
fortune; what really happens is that all natural differences of tem
perament, of civilization, and of education are slightly accentuated 
by it. On the other hand, pain and suffering equalize us all. Most 
of us are conscious of a certain freemasonry in trouble, for there is 
no bond like distress. We suppose that it is the best thing about 
it, and, perhaps, the only good thing which those in the midst of 
it can appreciate. It is difficult to recall any other touch of Nature 
which proclaims kinship in the same degree. One is tempted to 
say that the suffering form, as it were, a secret society, and are 
revealed to each other in the cruel clear light of catastrophe. We 
cannot deny that joy is also a bond, but it binds less tightly and is 
narrow in its scope. There is an undoubted craving for sympathy 
in happiness, but it is neither universal nor very acute; indeed, 
happiness cannot be said; logically, to crave anything. When we 
lose our dead, we long sometimes to tell them that we are happy, 
and we are glad to think that they do not know how much we 
suffer; but where the living are concerned, we cannot double a joy 

. by telling or proclaiming it in the same way that we can halve a 
sorrow. One is tempted here to think that perhaps the greater 
joys are seldom proclaimed or told. 

These thoughts compel us to say that there is no freemasonry 
of happiness, for men in their ordinary moods have no instant 
fellow-feeling with a happy person; such a bond is forbidden by a 
number of accidental emotions. Envy, for instance, and something 
short of envy, that sudden shock of contrast between the happy 
person's condition and our own, leads occasionally the best of us 
to recognize with shame that our friend's access of happiness has 
moved us a little further from him, or certainly slackened our bond 
of sympathy. We must admit that this is a bad trait in human 
nature" but it is not rare, as most of us know to our shame. Again, 
there is that strange something which we call" form," or "taste," 
which acts as a complete non-conductor where happiness is 

by copyright.
 on M

ay 22, 2023 by guest. P
rotected

http://m
ilitaryhealth.bm

j.com
/

J R
 A

rm
y M

ed C
orps: first published as 10.1136/jram

c-25-04-02 on 1 O
ctober 1915. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://militaryhealth.bmj.com/


384 Some Musings of an Idle Man 

concerned. One is thinking here of the fact that it is not only the 
multitude which repels us in its mirth, but the happiness of an 
individual may often strike us as tinged with vulgarity, and when 
once this feeling is aroused, there is no sharing the joy of happiness. 
Our happiness, in the eyes of the man we think "bad form," or 
vulgar, may seem to be supercilious, and with the best will in the 
world, we cannot then impart it to him. A great many forms of 
enjoyment are slightly irritating to those who do not share them. 
I know myself how I am irritated, when seeking happiness in 
books, by the happiness of my family or others obtained from social 
life and its amenities. Perhaps, of all forms of happiness that has 
the widest field of action is the happiness of children; but no one 
envies a child, and no one despises a child. We come, then, to 
this conclusion: that difference of taste in pleasure divides con
temporaries more effectually than it divides different generations, 
because contemporaries make less excuse for each other. The 
plain truth is that the sight of happiness often arouses contempt, 
not, perhaps, in the very best of us, but certainly in many who are 
not very bad. One realizes that how far a man can rejoice in 
another man's happiness or good fortune is a great test of character 
and one which a merciful critic should shrink from applying. 
Compassion may be an essential of salvation, but not of fellow
feeling. 

One was thinking of pain just now: the thought arises that 
there are a few people in whom, as in wild animals, pain produces 
fierceness. Can we say that even such fierceness cannot nullify 
altogether the freemasonry of trouble? Yes, we can, as this very 
fierceness touches their friends and endows them with the power 
of forgiveness. A meek and a fierce person often like one another 
in time of trouble, whereas each detests the other in happier 
moments. Of course, there are some who let no one approach 
them in distress; they creep away to suffer and do not like 
sympathy. These are exceptional people, and often have generous 
hearts, giving readily what they cannot receive. One has said they 
are exceptional people, but they seem commoner than they really 
are, because an outward bearing of this type is somewhat the 
fashion in these days. Many very admirable people strive to show 
neither pain nor compassion, and one finds them most among those 
whose lot makes the realities of life seem sordid, and they seek to 
refine by ignoring the realities. This repellent pose of some, or 
unemotional aloofness, is probably the indirect descendant of the 
old quality of pride as known to an earlier age. Surely we see 
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here a throwing back to the fierce form of contempt which charac
terized the great of the old world. One is reminded here of an 
expression of Dean Swift, who spoke of those who "lose the 
Christian in the gentleman." We are all familiar with the type, 
but we know that it is an attitude generally abandoned after the 
first real blow of fate has knocked out self-consciousness. One 
has been through, the stage oneself, and one comes to think that 
real hardness of hea.rt is no matter of training, or ideal, or luck, 
or environment. If one were a cynic, one would say that a hard 
heart is a pure gift, but as one is not a cynic one can say that a 
hard heart is the only insurance against pain. It will save its owner 
suffering during his whole life, it will give him serenity and keep 
him young, but it will also deprive him of that sympathetic contact 
with humanity, the deprivation of which must make him a stranger 
in the world. That being so, it is a doubtfully splendid solitary 
confinement, and altogether without that community of whose 
members it can, and should be said with truth, "All ye are brethren." 
If this be so, and these musings be based on true facts, then we 
can see in both physical and mental pain a true freemasonry 
of trouble. 

n. 
My present lot is to live in a divisional headquarters mess, the 

basis of whose daily menu is the Government daily ration issue, 
and some of whose members are epicures. Their criticisms of our 
daily fare are at times amusing and exaggerated, but they make 
one think. It cannot be denied that most of us are all the better 
for having an occasional feast, but much, if not everything, depends 
on the feast. \Vith important work to be done next day, it becomes 
a serious matter as to what we have eaten and drunk overnight. 
We hear much of French cooking, but it is not superior to English 
cooking, if it be not good of its kind; neither can we say that 
French wine, unless it be the true juice of the grape, is better than 
good English ale. The truth surely is, that to astonish our stomach 
occasionally is beneficial, but it must be astonished with good stuff. 
Any joint, closely roasted before an open fire, is better than a bad 
ragout; but, unfortunately, the days of the really roasted joint 
have gone for ever, and our meat is baked, even though the oven 
be called a roaster. In this process, we suffer a loss both of 
flavour and wholesomeness. 

Thinking of cooking brings home the thought that to preserve 
the natural flavour of a food is one of the chief aims of cooking. 
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One has just had a cup of coffee, and it is hard to repress the 
thought that whoever first adulterated coffee with chicory ought 
to have been hanged; true, some people like the mixture, but it is 
certainly a vitiated taste. To spoil the delicate fragance of the coffee 
bean with bitter chicory is on all fours with putting sugar into good 
claret. Then, again, our potatoes are skinned and very different 
from the delicious tubers of our youth, when we used to play 
at being pirates and make a wood fire in the fields and bake 
potatoes in the hot embers. To deprive a potato of its skin before 
cooking is just as sensible as cutting the rind off apples before 
baking them; the result in both cases is the same, an escape 
of flavour and aroma. A similar use may be made of a wood-fire 
to cook a trout or pike by the riverside. There is no need 
to "clean" them, all one did was to wrap them round with wet 
paper and cover them over with the glowing ashes, allowing time 
according to size; the paper adhered to the skin and both came off 
together, giving a dish hard to beat. The same culinary attentions 
apply to perch, gudgeon and grayling, to say nothing of carp and 
tench. One rarely sees these fish at table now, but why? Perhaps 
because we have forgotten how to cook them. Truly, the sauce 
hunger can work wonders, and when one thinks how cheap these 
fresh-water fish would be, one marvels why they are not commonly 
sold and consumed. There can be little doubt that all nations 
overlook many things that are good for food. Frogs' legs and 
snails are instances to the contrary, but the hedgehog is said to be 
a dainty morsel, and I recall a distant incident of my boyhood, 
when I tasted such a dish in a gipsy's camp where the animal had 
been baked in a field oven of clay. I do not retain the memory 
of my verdict of the meat, though I do remember the fearsome awe 
I suffered at the time of being possibly held to ransom as a prisoner. 
I believe that in Australia there is a big white caterpillar that is 
sometimes grilled and eaten, and even the locust is to some an 
article of diet. 

Then there are the vegetables, and it is curious to note how 
some may be used in one country and not in another, even though 
the two may be contiguous. Celery, for instance, is eaten every
where in France, both raw and cooked, but fennel, which has an 
even finer flavour, is used as a comestible in Italy only, where it 
is grown banked up with earth, so that the stalk becomes quite 
bleached. This is said to be done to prevent 'it from becoming 
poisonous, as it is with celery, for both belong to the same family 
as conium or hemlock. Many old English gardens contain large 
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bushes of fennel, but how often is it used by our housewives? 
Another good vegetable that never appears at French dinners, 
except in soup, is the "Jerusalem" artichoke. The name has 
nothing to do with the holy city of Palestine, but is a corruption 
of the Italian word for a sunflower. Why the French should not 
serve this artichoke in the same way as carrots and turnips is a 
culinary mystery. Again. the absence of the parsnip from Con
tinental bills of fare may be compared with the absence from ours 
of kohl-rabi or the cabbage turnip. In England, we allow only 
oxen to enjoy it and severely pass it by for ourselves. As one sits 
and thinks. one realizes how the human might enlarge the borders 
of his diet with much advantage, though, of course, there should 
not be too great a mixture at one meal. For instance, the tops of 
nettles, cooked like spinach. are quite good; though care must be 
taken to discriminate between urticaria and the imitative lamium. 
Most certainly the culinary museum is large. and time does not 
allow to tell of many obsolete dishes, such as the beloved" toad-in
the-hole" of our youth, or the sucking pig. Years ago, one con
stantly met with saffron in certain cakes, but never now. Once, 
it was indispensable in the kitchen, and Saffron Walden in Essex 
owes its name to the large quantities of the herb grown there. It 
was accounted good for health, though not to be confounded with 
the "meadow saffron" from which we get colchicum. As Kettner 
remarked in his "Book of the Table," "what once rejoiced the 
heart of man is now only sprinkled in water to cheer the 
melancholy of canaries." 

Apart from the kind and quality of food upon it, the mess-table 
makes the thoughtful man think of waste. One seldom sits down 
to dinner without a sense of being offered three people's food. 
Most of us have the kitchen's taste for superfiuities, and enough 
never seems half so good as a little more. Rorace described the 
happy man as the man who had enough and something over for 
servants and thieves. Even if we grudge it to the thieves, most 
of us love it because of the sense it gives us of being on the bank 
and not in the water. Though we may not be rich ourselves, we 
imitate the rich in their wastefulness. There is nothing the 
average servant scorns more than the house in which she is 
expected to make use of crusts of loaves, and in which she is for
bidden to sacrifice odds and ends of meat to the gods of the dust
bin. The same menial loves the house where there is milk for the 
sink as well as for the children and the cat. Think, too, of our 
barracks and the huge daily waste of bread there. Were there a 
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tax on salt, perhaps we might waste less of it on our plates; it is 
the same with mustard. So, from trifling comments on what we 
eat or do not eat, the mind has wandered to the greater problem 
of waste, which is a problem of the table and on the same level 
with lust, which, indeed, is a form of waste. They are both great 
problems of egoism, which is more concerned with mastery than 
with truth or common-sense. Truly a mammon of our own con
.ceit, upon whose altars we are willing to offer up the sacrifices of 
the wasted kindly fruits of the earth. Absit omen. 

Ill. 

These thoughts were jotted down when voyaging home on the 
transport "Aragon," and suggested by hearing the ship's bell 
sound the passing half-hours. Within each one of us there is a 
i:>trong sense of the value and irrecoverable nature of the time that 
is fled, and each feels an incessant consciousness of the slippery 
tenure by which we hold what remains of it. Surely, if there is 
"B.nything with which we should not mix up our vanity and self
.consequence, it is with Time, the most independent of all things; 
all the Rublimity, all the superstition associated with the various 
modes of announcing its flight, are chiefly attached to this circum
stance; hence the great charm of the ship's bell with its practical, 
rugged simplicity. The great advantage of that bell and of any 
-striking clock is, that they are, as it were, the mouthpieces of time, 
and impress its flight upon the ear; time thus speaks to us in an 
audible and warning voice. Merely visible or dumb time-reckoners 
suggest useful reflections to the mind; but sounds, from their inter
mittent nature, appeal more to the imagination and strike upon the 
heart. The ship's bell and the striking clock that tell the passing, 
and may be the coming, dreaded hour are like a voice from other 
worlds, big with unknown events. One recalls the sound of the 
tolling of a bell for death, and knows that it is but a summons, 
announcing not the advance of time but the approach or fruition 
of destiny. Filled with these thoughts, one finds it difficult to 
approve that unintelligible custom of ringing out and ringing in 
the year, for "Why dance ye mortals, o'er the grave of Time?" 

Most of us know that the ticking of a clock in the night has 
nothing very interesting or alarming in it, though the superstitious 
have magnified it and read into it an omen. In a state of acute 
vigilance or debility, the ticking of a clock preys upon the spirits 
like the persecution of a pertinacious insect; and haunting the 

by copyright.
 on M

ay 22, 2023 by guest. P
rotected

http://m
ilitaryhealth.bm

j.com
/

J R
 A

rm
y M

ed C
orps: first published as 10.1136/jram

c-25-04-02 on 1 O
ctober 1915. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://militaryhealth.bmj.com/


R. H. Firth 389 

imagination after it has ceased in reality, is converted by some 
into the death-watch. To me, and perhaps to many, time is 
rendered vast by contemplating in darkness and silence its minute 
portions thus repeatedly urged upon attention, much as the ocean 
in its immensity is composed of water-drops. On~ the other hand, 
a ship's bell or a clock striking with a clear sound is a great 
relief in similar circumstances j it breaks the spell and conjures up 
a friendly spirit in the room. One thinks at this stage of village 
bells at home, and one's mind is filled with a pensive or wayward 
pleasure which acts as a kind of chronology of early and happy days. 
One recalls a village spire peeping from a cluster of trees, and hears 
its cheery message, and as Coleridge called it, "the poor man's 
only music." In that village of my youth there were chimes every 
three hours, and they were to us all true stages in the journey of 
the day. They gave a fillip to the lazy, dawdling hours, and 
relieved the lassitude of a back-water; at noon, their desultory, 
trivial song told us of release from lessons, and at nine of night 
they sent our weary limbs to bed. 

Of the several modes of counting time, that by the sundial is 
the most suggestive. It never obtrudes its observations and, by its 
stationary character, forms a contrast to the most fleeting of all 
things. In the home of my youth there stood a sundial, sub dio, 
and ever suggesting a connexion between the image of infinity and 
eternity. Near by was a bed of sunflowers, whether by accident or 
design I do not know, but truly each sunflower is a natural accom
paniment of the sundia1. One never thinks of that old sundial, or 
sees one in modern times, but the thought asserts itself, What better 
fitted to show the progress of Time, slow, silent, imperceptible, 
,chequered with light and shade? On an old sundial near Venice 
is written the delightful legend, Horas non numero nisi serenas; 
but unfortunately all our hours are not serene, and if they were, 
we should take probably as little note of them as the dial does 
of those that are clouded. It is the shadows thrown across that 
gives us warning of their flight. Unfortunately, we are not allowed 
to count only the hours that are serene and let all that is not happy 
sink into oblivion; we find life not the replica of the sundial 
whereon the shadow fades as the sky clouds, and Time presents 
,only a blank unless its progress be marked by what is bright. Still, 
for all that, the sundial conveys a lesson to our minds; admittedly 
it is a difficult lesson to act upon, but yet it stares us in the face 
and says, Take no note of Time but by its benefits, watch only for 
the smiles and neglect the frowns of fate, compose your life of 
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gentle and bright moments, turn always to the sunny side of things, 
and let the rest slip unheeded or forgotten. '1'0 some, such a 
philosophy of life may be, but only to the very few, and perhaps 
not always to their good. 

And what about the ancient hour-glass? Certainly a crude and 
defective measurer of time, but its creeping sands are no unapt 
emblem of the minute, countless portions of our existence; more
over, the manner in which they glide gradually through the hollow 
glass and diminish in number until the last slides through, illustrates 
the way in which our years slip from us by stealth. To lonely 
people in the past, the hour-glass must have been a real" companion 
of the lonely hour," telling not only how rapidly time flies, but 
helping to fill its vacancies, or, as Bloomfield put it, " Once more, 
companion of the lonely hour, I'll turn thee up again." In this old 
chronometer, it is impossible to avoid visualizing our very existence 
crumbling to atoms and running down to the last fragment. 

Those who have no artificial means of ascertaining the progress 
of time are interesting, because they are the most acute in discern
ing its immediate signs and most retentive of individual dates. 
In their characteristics we find evidence that mechanical aids to 
knowledge are not the exclusive sharpeners of the wits. In the 
savage, we strike a mentality which is almost a natural almanac, 
and frequently curiously accurate in its prognostication of the 
immediate future. Neither can we say that those who read the 
time and seasons by the aspect of the heavens, who count by moons, 
or know exactly when and where the sun rises and sets, are ignorant 
of their own affairs or of the general trend of events. Among 
peoples of that kind, the faculties are acute and not distracted 
by any mUltiplicity of inquiries beyond what befalls themselves; 
they present a simplicity and clearness in the knowledge they 
possess which bears comparison with that of others more learned 
and civilized. Above all things, people in such conditions of 
primitivity are usually very contented and happy, and afford a 
curious proof of the Russian saying, "Happy people never look at 
their watches." I know an old man, still living, who has never 
had a watch nor any other mode of keeping time in his possession, 
nor ever wished to know how time went_ It is needless to say that 
that old man has led a simple and happy life, but he has ever had 
plenty to do and been withal no simpleton. He was, and is, one 
of those rare humans who can kill time with thought, nay, even 
without thinking. Just as true fame progresses in spite of the 
cavils and contradictions of the critics, so Time moves on the same 
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no matter what disparity there may be 10 our mode of keeping 
count of it. 

IV. 

The experiences of recent years have brought me in contact with 
a number of people who have been largely successful in their 
respective callings. Analysing their attributes and contemplating 
them dispassionately, one has been able to credit each and all with 
one characteristic and that is, they knew their world. Now, what 
and whence came this knowledge? Most people will say it is the 
fruit of experience and observation, or rather a mature practical 
acquaintance with men and things. It is doubtful whether this is a 
true definition of it, but rather that knowledge of the world is an 
instinct arising out of a peculiar mould of the mind. Some people 
seem to display this knowledge at the outset of life; others, in spite 
of opportunities and often dearly bought lessons, never acquire it to 
the end of their days. At the risk of being thought uncharitable, 
one inclines to the belief that to know our world is but another 
name for a knowledge of our own interests, a species of selfishness 
or manifestation of the law of self-preservation. 

We all know that there are two classes of people in the world: 
those who consider things with a reference to truth, and those who 
consider them only with a reference to themselves. The former, 
whatever may be their requirements, wander through life in an 
absent-minded kind of way; the latter are ever on the alert, know 
perfectly well what they are about, and calculate with nicety the 
effect which their words or actions will have on others. These 
people trouble little about arguments, but regulate themselves 
by the current general opinion. The difference between these two 
classes of people is comparable to the difference between the 
armadillo and the chameleon-the one is shut up in a crust of 
knowledge, from which the shaft of ridicule and the edge of 
disappointment fall equally pointless; the other takes his hue 
from every surrounding object and is indistinguishable from them. 
The facts seem to be that the great secret of knowing one's world 
lies in a subserviency to the will of others, and the primary motive 
of this attitude is a watchful perception of one's own interest. It is 
not an art that requires a long course of study: the difficulty is in 
putting oneself as apprentice to it. Many a man would have turned 
rogue if he had known how; but the modest and retiring man could 
never be impudent if he would, neither can the man of sense play 
the fool to advantage. Some men are born to be valets just as 

29 
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others are born to be courtiers; and we are forced to realize that 
it is not the mere resolution to act a part that will enable us to do 
so; the great essential is a natural genius and fitness for it. In a 
few words, we come back to our old copy-book line, "Poeta nascitur, 
non fit." The one thing which keeps men honest, as well as that 
which confirms them knaves, is their incapacity to do any better for 
themselves than Nature has done for them. Similarly, if a man's 
convictions and principles be weak and flabby, they will yield 
readily to the suggestions of his own interest, and he himself 
relapse into what we call the man of the world, or, rather, he will 
never have the capacity to be anything else. From this point of 
view, each one of us, after repeated attempts to change characters, 
very properly falls back into our old path, as best suited to our 
genius and habits. 

The question arises here, whether men grow wiser or honester 
as they grow older, any more than they grow stronger and healthier. 
One can conceive them imbibing a greater portion of worldly 
wisdom, and having their frivolity or flippancy tamed to the 
~evel of every-day experience; but, if the individual grows wiser 
as he gains experience, the world does not, and the penitent 
treading back his steps meets the world advancing as he is retreating. 
The situation seems paradoxical, but after all it is but a contest 
between the bad habits of society and the unprejudiced, unconscious 
aspirations of human nature; and this apparent "having all the 
world against one" is nothing but a contest with a set of local and 
social prejudices, with which only our interests, not truth, are 
.concerned. Any appeal, therefore, to the opinion of the world 
resolves itself into the old proverb that "when you are at Rome 

/~ you must do as those at Rome do." We come, then, to this, that 
the way to get on in the world is to be neither more nor less wise, 
neither better nor worse than your neighbours, neither to advance 
before the age nor lag behind it, but to be as like it as possible, and 
to reflect its image at every turn. It seems a poor philosophy, but 
there is much to suggest its truth and soundness. In despair, one 
leaves the subject for others to propose a better explanation, but 
-consoled with the belief that, wherever there is a strong faculty for 
,anything, the exercise of that faculty becomes its own end and 
reward, producing an indifference to other things, so that the best 
security for success in the world is an incapacity for success in any 
other way. 
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V. 
A few days ago I overheard a man say, "I can't fancy how he 

did so silly a thing." The oddness of the phrase at once arrested 
my attention, and the following arguments passed through one's 
mind in trying to reason out wherein lay the oddity. It is obvious 
that most men would have said, "1 can't imagine how he did so 
silly a thing," and that phrasing would be correct, because there 
is a definite distinction between fancy and imagination, since it is 
the unrealized feeling that if the circumstances were imagined that 
led to the action, they would be the right one; whereas, if they 
were only fancied, they would be as likely to be wrong as right. 
It is clear that these two processes of the mind, known as fancy 
and imagination, overlap because they are cognate; but there 
are quite separate areas on each side beyond the double boundary, 
and one may say that fancy deals with what is false, while imagina
tion deals with what is true. If we look at a picture in which 
angels are portrayed, or, say, a child's book showing fairies, they 
are true because they are images of shapes which haunt and inhabit 

, the mind of the portrayer or others, and representing the imagina
tion or in ward vision of many people and children. The prag
matical critic may say, "Nonsense, these are mere symbolical 
representatives of good or perhaps evil." True, but good and evil 
are themselves only appearances, and because they are not tangible 
things it does not follow that they are not true or prevent their 
being true. We recognize that good and evil are things we have 
to deal with every day, and to turn them into images is very much 
the same thing as writing the life of a person with whom we have 
been familiar, and of whom we are attempting to create a mental 
portrait by means of words. When we look at a picture there is 
not only what we see ourselves, and which the artist meant us to 
to see, but there is often what the artist saw and what others 
cannot see. The true artist is a seer or teacher, and if he puts 
into his picture anything that he does not see, he is not an artist 
because he is fancying, not imagining. By his works the artist 
c,ommunicates something of his own power to others, and that 
something is the product of imagination. 

Take our own or any other profession: the triumphs of discovery 
and advance therein are triumphs of imagination. The imagina
tion of Manson put Ross on the trail by which the propagation of 
malaria was traced; so, too, the apple falling from a tree and the 
steam issuing from a kettle were but the excitants that set in 
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motion the imagination of the men who saw them, and evolved the 
law of gravitation and the steam engine. In the absencB of 
imagination, all our efforts to be unselfish or altruistic are of no 
avail; it is as if a man tried to cure himself of a broken leg by 
reading this Journal. Even in our own families, our communal 
happiness depends on the exercise of imagination; for otherwise 
people might live together in close relationship for years and yet 
never understand each other. Unless one class can understand 
another by the power of imagination, there must be class jealousy; 
similarly, unless the virtuous can understand the criminal, the 
latter will never understand virtue, and one might add that unless 
religious people understand each other, there must always be 
animosity and religious persecution. 

Carrying analogies still further, we can say that whatever 
vision a man may have himself, it takes much of other kind of 
knowledge to present that vision to others. The plain truth is that 
imagination is the gift which, in combination with good sense and 
love of work, produces all the arts, and no arts are greater than 
poetry and painting; in lacking imagination, humanity lacks truth 
and beauty, it has vision neither of its own filth and folly, nor of 
a cleaner and wiser state. But, like every other faculty, imagina
tion needs discipline; if it runs riot it becomes mere fancy or !It 

thing without real value, except so far as amusement is of value. 
One has hinted that imagination, in the sense of imagined things, 
is the only reality. There is truth in this, although philosophers 
may not like the way it is expressed; but philosophers are always 
analysing language, as scientific men examine matter. Yet 
language is always less perfect than thought, and therefore there 
may be truths outside philosophy, just as there may be truths out
side science. Certainly, the most enduring things that we know 
are good poetry and good paintings; and both these are shapes or 
forms of the imagination. 

VI. 

One happens, just now, to be living intimately with men whose 
lives may be said to be hardly worth a month's purchase, and yet 
one and all are cheery. The circumstance is in accord with one 
of the most noticeable results of the present War, and that is, there 
seems to be a remarkable diminution of the fear of death among 
all classes and callings. Those familiar with Meredith's writings 
will recall his repeated bewailing of the degeneracy of our race, and 
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his constant gibe that men were afraid of wounds and death. Of 
course, the average man would rather be alive than dead, and fully 
realizes all the horrors of a battlefield, but yet thousands of men 
and women in these times regard death with less fear than they 
regarded some fleeting pain in tooth, chest, or stomach only ten 
months ago. It would almost seem as if men were governed after 
all to some degree by a sense of proportion. They feel that, in a 
sea of deaths, to be but another ripple or wave is an accident such 
as is happening, or may happen, to everyone alive, and that what 
happens to everyone is all in the day's work rather than a tower
ing tragedy. Many feel that to die in a crowd is far less terrible 
than to die alone. In fact, a man said to me a few days ago that 
he would be afraid to drown by himself, but that he would think 
much less of it if he were one of a number, as on a sinking s~ip. 
This may seem extreme selfishness, but it is a common emotion 
or attitude, and does not involve so much selfishness as appears. 
Really, it comes from a feeling that it is easier to do things in 
company with others, or in crowds. Possibly this is but a new 
aspect of man's well-known gregarious habits. 

It seems worth while jotting down some reflections upon this 
question of the fear of death. Perhaps the best cure for the 
sensation is to reflect that life has a beginning as well as an end. 
There was a time when we were not, but that gives us no concern, 
so why should it trouble us that a time will come when we shall 
cease to be? To die is only to be as we were before we were born; 
yet no one feels any remorse, regret, or repugnance in contem
plating this last idea. There is nothing in the idea of a pre-existent 
state that excites our longing like the prospect of a posthumous 
existence. We are satisfied to have begun life when we did; we 
do not grieve that we did not happen to be in time to see the 
pageant of human life going on in some antecedent age, and yet 
most of us are upset at being obliged to quit the stand before the 
rest of the procession passes. This difference of view has been 
suggested as due to an innate curiosity or eagerness to know the 
future, which is sharpened in proportion as we are in the dark 
about it. The suggestion does not meet all the case: rather, one 
thinks it is the pang of parting, the breaking of some strong tie, or 
leaving some cherished purpose unfulfilled, that creates the repug
nance to go. We conceive the love of life to be an habitual 
attachmeut, not an abstract principle. 

To some, life is more humiliating than death, though one 
depends on the other. Probably, the most humiliating feature of 
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this life is that feeling, which some profess, that the best thing the 
wearer of the flesh can do is to cast it off. That view makes the 
flesh and everything to do with it meaningless, except to those who 
are able to believe that life here is a designed trial. Undoubtedly, 
there is an humiliation in life, but it is not dependent altogether on 
corporeal conditions. It impresses itself most on all those who think, 
and on those who do not live for the hour, or the day, or the night. 
These latter are in the great majority, and that they are so is the 
greatest humiliation of all to the thoughtful. Undoubtedly, if we 
merely wish to continue on the scene to indulge our headstrong desires, 
we had better be gone at once; and if we only cherish a fondness 
for existence according to the good we derive from it, for many the 
pang we feel at parting with it will not be very severe. The 
religious tell us that life is but a vigilance, and that if we are not 
vigilant we are damned. Most of us, in these days, are content 
to have no philosophy at all, that being but a name for serious 
thought about the universal disaster of death. It is common know
ledge that a full meal and a bottle of wine do wonders in restoring 
the rosy view of life, but this ready accommodation of ourselves to 
life is just the consenting to drift without a guiding star, a policy 
which appeals probably but to a few and is full of pitfalls for all. 
To hide from or try to ignore death is practically a distrust of all 
the facts and teachings of life. Death ever steals upon us in our 
smug security, and strips us bare of everything save the courage 
we have learned from philosophy and the faith that has been given 
us by religion. How many of us spend our hours shirking that 
fact? 

Setting aside esoteric arguments, surely it is not wonderful 
that. the contemplation and fear of death become more familiar to 
us as we approach nearer to it; it is nothing more than we begin 
by degrees to feel ourselves mortal. Perhaps religious considera
tions reconcile the mind to the change sooner than anything, by 
representing the spirit as fled to another sphere and leaving the 
body behind it. On the other hand, the clinging to life or reluc
tance to yield it may be an exaggerated effect of a highly civilized 
and artificial state of society. In old days, men plunged into all 
the vicissitudes and dangers of war with a certain recklessness and 
bold defiance; to them, religion had emphasized an implicit belief 
in a future life, rendering this present life of lesser value and 
embodying something beyond it for the imagination; so inspired, 
the rough soldier and chivalrous knight took leaps into the arms of 
futurity which the modern sceptic shrinks from, unless fortified 
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with high ethical standards the outcome of a new or wider know
ledge both of man and the universe. Above all things, a life of 
action, danger and excitement moderates the dread of death. It 
not only gives us fortitude to bear pain, but teaches us at every 
step the precarious tenure on which we hold our present being. 
Our present fearlessness of death is probably because most men 
have set a just value on life, keeping it in a proper perspective with 
the nation's peril, and realizing that cowardice and pessimism will, 
on our death-beds, do no more for us than a good banking account 
or a fine suit of clothes. Every circumstance' shouts to us to be 
brave, but that bravery is a rare and splendid form of genius. To 
attain it is the crown of existence, and finds its greatest encourage
ment in our present-day crisis, when men see the issue face to 
face, and give themselves gladly. Prosit! 
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