
The Whispering Gallery
In Which We Consider the Hand-Me-Downs

of Fiction and That Illustrious Faker
i Besides a Word About the

American Laureate.
By DONALD ADAMS.

THERE is nothing new in the
sation that a lot of short

iMrlH and novels at pFeSPtH COIL:,

sumed by ths reading public are

machine made and cut strictly to a

pattern. We have been told so often
that standardization is arresting the
growth of the art of fiction in ihis

country that just as soon as we ob¬
serve a slurring reference to the sort
of fiction printed in the Saturday
Evening Post we know it is the text
for a sermon on what our authors
are coming to.
We had not realized personally

how far the process of standardiz¬
ing fiction has been carried, how con¬

sciously and openly the manufacture
of the patterns is being conducted
until we encountered recently the
advertisement of a aews feature syn¬
dicate which has Included in its ser¬

vice a series of short stories.
There are said to be "true stories"

in short story form, and the editors
who are urged to buy the service are
assured that "the Insertion of your
own street, names and landmark
make each story strictly local."
For a moment or two we stared at

the advertisement, reading it over
again and wondering tf there were
editors who could believe that local
«-olor is to be so readily obtained.
Then just for the sake of imagining
what would happen if this were a

Big Idea, destined to affect the cur¬
rents of the literary world no less
than Henry Ford has affected the
automobile industry, we chose to rest
on the supposition that it was.

Well then, to the task of rewriting
some o^the world's best, and making
it equally palatable for John T.
Reader in The Bronx and Alfred P.
Header in Winesburg. Ohio, or else-
where. Take this man Shakespeare,
for instance. The setting of a play,
the place in which his characters
found themselves, meant nothing to
him whatever. It would not surprise
us greatly if an unknown play of his
should some day be turned up, in
which a group of English lords and
gentlemen are playing a comedy of
errors somewhere In the African in¬
terior.
What would it matter to the great

William if "The Merchant of
Venice" and "Lear" and "Macbeth"
were put through a little retouching?
Why could not !>>ar be represented
as a great breakfast food manufac-
turer, Macbeth an ambitious sale.?
manager who aspired to be treasurer
of the company. Shylock a landlord
in The Bronx.

. . .

High and Lowbrow.
IN the collection of B. L. T.'s work

that has been published by
Knopf under the title of "The So-
Called Tinman Race," we found an
interesting list of synonyms for the
terms highbrow and lowbrow clipped
by a contributor from a Boston
paper.
Highbrow: Browning, anthropol¬

ogy, economics. Bacon, the string
quartet, the uplift, inherent sin. Gib¬
bon, fourth dimension, Euripides,
.'eyether," pate de fois gras, lemon
phosphate, Henry Cabot Lodge,
Woodrow Wilson.
Low-highbrow; Municipal govern¬

ment. Kipling, Socialism, bridge,
chicken a la Maryland, Shakespeare,
politics, Thackeray, taxation, golf, jgrand opera, "eether," stocks and
bonds, gin rfckey, Theodore Roose¬
velt, chewing gum in private.
High-lowbrow: Musical comedy, jeuchre, baseball, moving pictures,

email steak medium, whisky, Robert
W. Chambers, purple socks, chewing
gum with friends.
Lowbrow: Laura Jean Llbbey,

ham sandwich, haven't came, pitch,
I and her, melodrama, hair oil, the
Duchess, beer, George M. Cohan, red
flannels, toothpicks, Bathhouse John,
chewing gum in public.
Any such list invites violent dis¬

sension. Perhaps we are obtuse, but
we can see no reason why lemon
phosphate should be a synonym for
highbrow. Gibbon is not a synonym
for anything. l>ut obsolete. "Eyether"
to our mind is distinctly low-high-
tvw- aod so Is Henry Cabot Lodge.

Living' in New York we of course
cannot escape taking municipal gov-
ernment as a synonym for lowbrow,
«voTiP6~de-Het Jtelityg. we would feel
differently about it were
dent of Boston. We have no quarrel
with the Inclusion of Kipling and
Socialism in the low-highbrow list, or
of Thackeray, golf and Theodore'
Roosevelt.
Wo smiled when we came to

euchre, down in the high-lowbrow list,
and wondered if they really believe in
old Boston that anybody plays euchre
nowadays. The sense in which pitch
is included as a synonym for low¬
brow mystifies us completely. Only
Boston would deny George M. Cohan
a place in the high-lowbrow list. And
why does Inherent sin appear as
highbrow or as any one of the other
three shadings?

. # *

Oliver Blayds.
TTTHT so much fuss has been
' * made over A. A. Milne's new

play, "The Truth About Blayds," is
more than we can see. We grant
readily enough that Milne has made
an amusing thing of it, but we can¬
not follow when it is proclaimed that
"The Truth About Blayds" lifts Its
author from the ranks of those whrt

write merely pleasant comedy an<l
puts him with tho.se who write Sig-
niflcant plays.

Blayds, when a very young man,
wrote poetry.from what we eau

gather, very had poetry. He roomed
with a friend whose poetry was the
work of genius, and when his friend
died Blayds took his stuff and pub-
lis lied it, little by little, under his
own name. We meet Blayds in th3
first act when he is a man of ninety
or so, on the threshold of death, full

¦^J|^^^^iotriglitfully his. The

reverent family who bolievetn^^W^
bluffer to have been one of the great
Victorians'. When h*1 dies, and the
truth of the fiction ho has lived is
made known, honii- of them still be¬
lieve.
"But how could it be true?" cries

his elder daughter, "when father
wrote such beautiful poetry? Why
should ho want to take anybody
else's?"
We enjoyed the humor of that situ¬

ation, and Mr. Milne makes the best
of it, but aside from that we cannot
feel that he gets under the ekin of
Blayds or of anybody else in the
play. The younger daughter of the
old faker.she is 38 and unmarried.
has a speech about how her life has
been ruined and the sacrifice she made
in giving up her lover was a worth¬
less one. Had it been written by an
American dramatist that speech
would have been laughed out of court.

It would have been called senti¬
mental piffle. Here is a young lady
falling into an audible reverie'before
her family about the dream child
she might have had. "My little girl
and I," she repeats brokenly. It

amused us almost as much as tho
death of the old pretender.
And we should have likod to have

seen something of the o'd rogue,
Blayds, in his robuster days, while
he was vigorously carrying off the
grand deception. We sincerely ad¬
mire Mr. Milne, but wo do not like
to see him made the victim of that
too generous appraisal which is the
besetting sin of the hour. If there
were as many "great" and "big"
books as have been announced with¬
in the last twelve months, the con¬

scientious American oi intellectual
interests would need another twelve¬
month to read them.

E have a suspicion that f
""

America's hypothetical poet
laureate, as discussed by Brian
Hooker in this section last week,
were chosen by popular election, aa

Mr. Hooker assumes he would be, the
three candidates whom he regards
as most likely.Edgar Lee Masters,
Amy Lowell and Edwin Arlington
Robinson.would be passed at the
post by a gentleman who signs him¬
self Edgar A. Guest and is partial to
such titles as "It Takes a Heap o'
Livin* in a Place to Make It Home."
A few years ago Robert W. Service
might have made a good race, but we

believe that now he would trail along
with his betters. We know he's a

Canadian, but he would be voted for
just the same.

Mr. Hooker supposes that the
laureate would be required to show a
full blown American ism, although
he deplores the self-conscious effort
to achieve a national tone. It is dif-
flcult to say just how a poet is to
prove the native character of ^hia

» # «

work. Poor old Longfellow chos«
many subjects which were Indige¬
nous, but when lie is given recogni¬
tion as a poet at all he is dismissed
as a European echo. Mr. Robinson
is not accused of being an expatriate
in letter*, and yet the major part of
his work might have been written by
an Englishman.

It was as long ago as 2 844, when
Emer-on published the second series
of his essays, that the first call was

issued to the poets of the United
States to take the stuff for their
songs out of the environment in
which they were born and lived. Some
time after Whitman obeyed that call,
a little too self-consciously for the
good of his work.

* . *

it yflt had no genius in
America." wrote "MRU1! SUM, "with
tyrannous eye, which knew the value
of our incomparable materials and
saw in the barbarism and mateEial-
ism of the times another carnival of
the same gods whose picture it so
much admired in Homer; then in the
middle age; then in Calvinism. Banks
and tariffs, the ^-spaper and cau¬
cus. Method in Unitarianism, are
flat and du. ;o uull people, but rest
on the same foundations of wonder
as the town of Troy and the temple
of Delphi and are as swiftly passing
away. Our logrolling, our stumps
and their politics, our fisheries, our
negroes and Indians, our boats and
our repudiations, the wrath of
rogues and the pusillanimity of hon¬
est men, the Northern trade, the
Southern planting, the Western clear¬
ing, Oregon and Texas, are yet un¬
sung. Yet America is a poem in our
eyes; its ample geography dazzles
the imagination and it will not wait
long for meters."
Whitman, much as we admire him,

took hie master too literally.

Literary Venturers of the Day
I. WILLIAM McFEE.

WHO is William MeFee?

Simply, he is chief engi¬
neer of the United Fruit

Company boat Carillo, and, at this
writing, outbound from New York
for tropical parts, where they will
load sugar, or banana.9, or pineapples.
He has been a chief engineer for a

along for the ride. He has to be a

good deal more than a mechanic.
an able executive. That is McFee's
job. Also he does his writing at sea.
He directs the engine room and gets
out his novels from the same ten by
eight chief's cabin. Only for one

he uses a typewriter and for the
other a block of common yellow
copy paper. His new novel, "Com-
mand," was written this past year

William McFee.
number of years, principally In the
Mediterranean and the Near Eastern
waters. He worked up to his posi¬
tion of "chief." and he is proud of
It. He is proud of his triple expan¬
sion self-oiling engines and he will
talk about them.
There is a good deal of responsi¬

bility about a chief engineer's berth.
An okl Ctf.iwrd contain once said the
engineer was th» captain of the
vtram v&sse!. the captain just going

on his monthly trips. Its publica¬
tion beginning in the May number of
Harper's Magazine marks the au¬
thor's first appeai ance as a serial
writer.
You might think that McFee, now

that he is a novelist, was sticking
to his engineer's job as a sort of
pose. It sounds like a first class
publicity device. You might think
so, that is. if you didn't know him
and how much he abhors anything

that .smacks of pose or exploitation.
No. He sticks to the ship not only
because he loves it but also, we be¬
lieve, because he feels it was the en¬

gine room job that made him the
writer he is. Certainly the two call¬
ings are closely knit in this man.
Ashore, where praise and admira¬
tion are waiting to make him feel
very much like the literary man, he
almost loses that side ami is all
seaman seeking rest in the different
surroundings and feeling v*ery keenly
the responsibilities of his official job.
Out on a trip the writing side comes!
prominently to the fore in his own
mind, and through it this remark¬
able man finds expression of views
on life culled through countless ex¬
periences in many foreign lands.
Born to the sea by inheritance.in¬

cidentally (he was born at sea.this
still young Scotchman, who is now

getting to be also in some ways an

American, began studying for an en¬

gineer's certificate as a matter of
course. But somehow wrapped in
with the folds of gray matter pecu¬
liar to the mathematical minded
were some others that make the lit¬
erary artist.
For a time while still very young

McFee ran the risk of getting in
with some of the "little groups" In
London, where, as elsewhere, gossip
and talk about writing often take
the place of real work and observa¬
tion. He went to literary studios
and teas because it seemed to be the
thing to do. You can read about this
phase of life in his "Casuals of the
Sea." But some lack of the grace
or aptitude to shine in these circles
threw him back on his original sail¬
or's calling. In his own words, he
would have been lost if his leanings
at that time "had not been cor¬

rected by a healthy plunge into a

world of callous operatives, energetic
executives and highly fascinating
machinery." Indicative of his liter¬
ary philosophy is his statement
"that the best training for literature
until one is well over 25 is to have
nothing to do with it." His scorn
of writing as a trade is infinite, and
training for it considered as such
he deems impossible.

It is in contact with reality and
coming to grips with life in an un-

literary way that McFee sets much
store by, and this feeling keeps him
by choice carrying on his two pro¬
fessions side by side. When he
secured bis certificate he began sail¬
ing the Seven Seas in the British
merchant marine. He saw strange
porta and consorted with men of
many races. In the course of time
he had something to WTite about,
and it began to write itself, little by
little In the "watch below."
Turning to the man himself, his

personality and the more prosaic
facts of his life, he is well considered

(as the opposite of the figure his
photographs suggest. The pictured
face is stem, almost hard in some
cases, with every indication of a
gruff nature, tolerating no lightness,
and ever ready with biting comment.
Far from this characterization is
the real man. Meeting him becomes
a shock of the pleasant sort unless
you already know how unlike the
traditional "dour Scot" he really is.
Very cheerful, with a boyish lodk

of enjoying the world, and laughing
with it, McFee is almost never with¬
out a smile lurking in the corners
of his mouth, ready to spread over
his face at the least excuse. His
hearty handclasp and cheery wel-
come, as well as his easy conversa-
tion, make him one of those rare
people whom you feel you have al¬
ways known after the first few
words are exchanged.
Time for reading has naturally

been plentiful in a life like McFee's,
and he has indeed taken advantage
of it. His taste is catholic, and in
the books he carries with him on
his small bookshelf are found a di¬
versity of titles. Plutarch's "Lives'*
has always been a favorite of his, and
among the others he finds valuable
as friends and companions there is
great latitude of subject and treat¬
ment. Books on the sea are particu¬
larly well known to him. He can
comment at random on any number
of them, easily selecting the ones he
considers best.
As to the facts of his life, McFee

was born on the ship Erin's Isle,
He was educated in England, where
he earned his certificate. This edu¬
cation, by the way, has not been
all mechanical by any means. The
early connection with the London
literary world was part, while an¬
other side is shown by his complete
mastery of two languages besides
his own. I-Ater on in life McFee
affiiliated himself with the United
Fruit Company, but when the war
broke out he went hack to England
and tried to Join the army. Re¬
fused there, he succeeded in getting
into the navy and became again an
engineer on the Mediterranean.
About this phase of his life he is
very reticent. After.the war was

and the United Fruit Company, Inj whose service <he is now chief en¬
gineer.

Putnams announce that the first
volume of Thomson's "Outline of
Science," the publication of which
was planned for April, will not be
issued until early May. The ex¬
traordinary interest, shown in the
advance orders, had necessitated
the printing of four substantial
editions to insure a sufficient sup¬
ply for first publication.

m

came back to this country


