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An Adjustment of Nature
TN

In an art exhibition the other day I saw a painting that
had been sold for $5,000. The painter was a young scrub
out of the West named Kraft, who had a favourite food
and a pet theory. His pabulum was an unquenchable belief
in the Unerring Artistic Adjustment of Nature. His theory
was fixed around corned-beef hash with poached egg.
There was a story behind the picture, so I went home and
let it drip out of a fountain-pen. The idea of Kraft—but
that is not the beginning of the story.

Three years ago Kraft, Bill Judkins (a poet), and I took
our meals at Cypher’s, on Eighth Avenue. I say “took.”
When we had money, Cypher got it “off of” us, as he
expressed it. We had no credit; we went in, called for food
and ate it. We paid or we did not pay. We had confidence
in Cypher’s sullenness and smouldering ferocity. Deep
down in his sunless soul he was either a prince, a fool or an
artist. He sat at a worm-eaten desk, covered with files of
waiters’ checks so old that I was sure the bottomest one
was for clams that Hendrik Hudson had eaten and paid
for. Cypher had the power, in common with Napoleon
ITI. and the goggle-eyed perch, of throwing a film over
his eyes, rendering opaque the windows of his soul. Once
when we left him unpaid, with egregious excuses, I looked
back and saw him shaking with inaudible laughter behind
his film. Now and then we paid up back scores.

But the chief thing at Cypher’s was Milly. Milly was a
waitress. She was a grand example of Kraft’s theory of
the artistic adjustment of nature. She belonged, largely,
to waiting, as Minerva did to the art of scrapping, or
Venus to the science of serious flirtation. Pedestalled and
in bronze she might have stood with the noblest of her
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heroic sisters as “Liver-and-Bacon Enlivening the World.”
She belonged to Cypher’s. You expected to see her colossal
figure loom through that reeking blue cloud of smoke
from frying fat just as you expect the Palisades to appear
through a drifting Hudson River fog. There amid the
steam of vegetables and the vapours of acres of “ham and,”
the crash of crockery, the clatter of steel, the screaming
of “short orders,” the cries of the hungering and all the
horrid tumult of feeding man, surrounded by swarms of
the buzzing winged beasts bequeathed us by Pharaoh,
Milly steered her magnificent way like some great liner
cleaving among the canoes of howling savages.

Our Goddess of Grub was built on lines so majestic that
they could be followed only with awe. Her sleeves were
always rolled above her elbows. She could have taken us
three musketeers in her two hands and dropped us out
of the window. She had seen fewer years than any of us,
but she was of such superb Evehood and simplicity that
she mothered us from the beginning. Cypher’s store of
eatables she poured out upon us with royal indifference
to price and quantity, as from a cornucopia that knew no
exhaustion. Her voice rang like a great silver bell; her smile
was many-toothed and frequent; she seemed like a yellow
sunrise on mountain tops. I never saw her but I thought
of the Yosemite. And yet, somehow, I could never think
of her as existing outside of Cypher’s. There nature had
placed her, and she had taken root and grown mightily. She
seemed happy, and took her few poor dollars on Saturday
nights with the flushed pleasure of a child that receives an
unexpected donation.

It was Kraft who first voiced the fear that each of us
must have held latently. It came up apropos, of course,
of certain questions of art at which we were hammering.
One of us compared the harmony existing between a
Haydn symphony and pistache ice cream to the exquisite
congruity between Milly and Cypher’s.
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“There is a certain fate hanging over Milly” said Kraft,
“and if it overtakes her she is lost to Cypher’s and to us.”

“She will grow fat?” asked Judkins, fearsomely:.

“She will go to night school and become refined?” I
ventured anxiously.

“It is this,” said Kraft, punctuating in a puddle of spilled
coffee with a stiff forefinger. “Caesar had his Brutus—
the cotton has its bollworm, the chorus girl has her
Pittsburger, the summer boarder has his poison ivy, the
hero has his Carnegie medal, art has its Morgan, the rose
has its—”

“Speak,” I interrupted, much perturbed. “You do not
think that Milly will begin to lace?”

“One day,” concluded Kraft, solemnly, “there will come
to Cypher’s for a plate of beans a millionaire lumberman
from Wisconsin, and he will marry Milly.”

“Never!” exclaimed Judkins and I, in horror.

“A lumberman,” repeated Kraft, hoarsely.

“And a millionaire lumberman!” I sighed, despairingly.

“From Wisconsin!” groaned Judkins.

We agreed that the awful fate seemed to menace her.
Few things were less improbable. Milly, like some vast
virgin stretch of pine woods, was made to catch the
lumberman’s eye. And well we knew the habits of the
Badgers, once fortune smiled upon them. Straight to New
York they hie, and lay their goods at the feet of the girl
who serves them beans in a beanery. Why, the alphabet
itself connives. The Sunday newspaper’s headliner’s work
is cut for him.

“Winsome Waitress Wins Wealthy Wisconsin Woodsman.”

For a while we felt that Milly was on the verge of being
lost to us.

It was our love of the Unerring Artistic Adjustment of
Nature that inspired us. We could not give her over to a
lumberman, doubly accursed by wealth and provincialism.
We shuddered to think of Milly, with her voice modulated
and her elbows covered, pouring tea in the marble teepee
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of a tree murderer. No! In Cypher’s she belonged—in the
bacon smoke, the cabbage perfume, the grand, Wagnerian
chorus of hurled ironstone china and rattling casters.

Our fears must have been prophetic, for on that same
evening the wildwood discharged upon us Milly’s preordained
confiscator—our fee to adjustment and order. But Alaska
and not Wisconsin bore the burden of the visitation.

We were at our supper of beef stew and dried apples
when he trotted in as if on the heels of a dog team, and
made one of the mess at our table. With the freedom of
the camps he assaulted our ears and claimed the fellowship
of men lost in the wilds of a hash house. We embraced
him as a specimen, and in three minutes we had all but
died for one another as friends.

He was rugged and bearded and wind-dried. He had just
come off the “trail,” he said, at one of the North River
ferries. I fancied I could see the snow dust of Chilcoot yet
powdering his shoulders. And then he strewed the table
with the nuggets, stuffed ptarmigans, bead work and seal
pelts of the returned Klondiker, and began to prate to us
of his millions.

“Bank drafts for two millions,” was his summing up,
“and a thousand a day piling up from my claims. And now
I want some beef stew and canned peaches. I never got off
the train since I mushed out of Seattle, and I'm hungry.
The stuff the niggers feed you on Pullmans don’t count.
You gentlemen order what you want.”

And then Milly loomed up with a thousand dishes on
her bare arm—loomed up big and white and pink and
awful as Mount Saint Elias—with a smile like day breaking
in a gulch. And the Klondiker threw down his pelts and
nuggets as dross, and let his jaw fall half-way, and stared
at her. You could almost see the diamond tiaras on Milly’s
brow and the hand-embroidered silk Paris gowns that he
meant to buy for her.

At last the bollworm had attacked the cotton—the
poison ivy was reaching out its tendrils to entwine the
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summer boarder—the millionaire lumberman, thinly
disguised as the Alaskan miner, was about to engulf our
Milly and upset Nature’s adjustment.

Kraft was the first to act. He leaped up and pounded
the Klondiker’s back. “Come out and drink,” he shouted.
“Drink first and eat afterward.” Judkins seized one arm
and I the other. Gaily, roaringly, irresistibly, in jolly-good-
fellow style, we dragged him from the restaurant to a
café, stuffing his pockets with his embalmed birds and
indigestible nuggets.

There he rumbled a roughly good-humoured protest.
“That’s the girl for my money,” he declared. “She can eat
out of my skillet the rest of her life. Why, I never see such
a fine girl. I'm going back there and ask her to marry me. I
guess she won’t want to sling hash any more when she sees
the pile of dust I've got.”

“You'll take another whiskey and milk now,” Kraft
persuaded, with Satan’s smile. “I thought you up-country
fellows were better sports.”

Kraft spent his puny store of coin at the bar and then
gave Judkins and me such an appealing look that we went
down to the last dime we had in toasting our guest.

Then, when our ammunition was gone and the
Klondiker, still somewhat sober, began to babble again of
Milly, Kraft whispered into his ear such a polite, barbed
insult relating to people who were miserly with their
funds, that the miner crashed down handful after handful
of silver and notes, calling for all the fluids in the world to
drown the imputation.

Thus the work was accomplished. With his own guns we
drove him from the field. And then we had him carted to
a distant small hotel and put to bed with his nuggets and
baby seal-skins stuffed around him.

“He will never find Cypher’s again,” said Kraft. “He
will propose to the first white apron he sees in a dairy
restaurant to-morrow. And Milly—I mean the Natural
Adjustment—is saved!”
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And back to Cypher’s went we three, and, finding
customers scarce, we joined hands and did an Indian dance
with Milly in the centre.

This, I say, happened three years ago. And about that
time a little luck descended upon us three, and we were
enabled to buy costlier and less wholesome food than
Cypher’s. Our paths separated, and I saw Kraft no more
and Judkins seldom.

But, as I said, I saw a painting the other day that was
sold for $5,000. The title was “Boadicea,” and the figure
seemed to fill all out-of-doors. But of all the picture’s
admirers who stood before it, I believe I was the only one
who longed for Boadicea to stalk from her frame, bringing
me corned-beef hash with poached egg.

I hurried away to see Kraft. His satanic eyes were the
same, his hair was worse tangled, but his clothes had been
made by a tailor.

“T didn’t know;” I said to him.

“We’ve bought a cottage in the Bronx with the money,”
said he. “Any evening at 7.”

“Then,” said I, “when you led us against the
lumberman—the—Klondiker—it wasn’t altogether on
account of the Unerring Artistic Adjustment of Nature?”

“Well, not altogether,” said Kraft, with a grin.
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Spilled milk draws few tears from an Anchurian
administration. Many are its lacteal sources; and the clocks’
hands point forever to milking time. Even the rich cream
skimmed from the treasury by the bewitched Miraflores
did not cause the newly installed patriots to waste time in
unprofitable regrets. The government philosophically set
about supplying the deficiency by increasing the import
duties and by “suggesting” to wealthy private citizens
that contributions according to their means would be
considered patriotic and in order. Prosperity was expected
to attend the reign of Losada, the new president. The
ousted office-holders and military favorites organized a
new “Liberal” party, and began to lay their plans for a re-
succession. Thus the game of Anchurian politics began,
like a Chinese comedy, to unwind slowly its serial length.
Here and there Mirth peeps for an instant from the wings
and illumines the florid lines.

A dozen quarts of champagne in conjunction with an
informal sitting of the president and his cabinet led to the
establishment of the navy and the appointment of Felipe
Carrera as its admiral.

Next to the champagne the credit of the appointment
belongs to Don Sabas Placido, the newly confirmed
Minister of War.

The president had requested a convention of his
cabinet for the discussion of questions politic and for the
transaction of certain routine matters of state. The session
had been signally tedious; the business and the wine
prodigiously dry. A sudden, prankish humor of Don Sabas,
impelling him to the deed, spiced the grave affairs of state
with a whiff of agreeable playfulness. In the dilatory order
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of business had come a bulletin from the coast department
of Orilla del Mar reporting the seizure by the custom-
house officers at the town of Coralio of the sloop Estrella
del Noche and her cargo of drygoods, patent medicines,
granulated sugar and three-star brandy. Also six Martini
rifles and a barrel of American whiskey. Caught in the act
of smuggling, the sloop with its cargo was now, according
to law, the property of the republic.

The Collector of Customs, in making his report,
departed from the conventional forms so far as to suggest
that the confiscated vessel be converted to the use of
the government. The prize was the first capture to the
credit of the department in ten years. The collector took
opportunity to pat his department on the back.

It often happened that government officers required
transportation from point to point along the coast, and
means were usually lacking. Furthermore, the sloop could
be manned by a loyal crew and employed as a coast guard
to discourage the pernicious art of smuggling. The collector
also ventured to nominate one to whom the charge of the
boat could be safely intrusted—a young man of Coralio,
Felipe Carrera—not, be it understood, one of extreme
wisdom, but loyal and the best sailor along the coast.

It was upon this hint that the Minister of War acted,
executing a rare piece of drollery that so enlivened the
tedium of the executive session.

In the consultation of this small, maritime banana
republic was a forgotten section that provided for the
maintenance of a navy. This provision—with many other
wiser ones—had lain inert since the establishment of the
republic. Anchuria had no navy and had no use for one.
It was characteristic of Don Sabas—a man at once merry,
learned, whimsical and audacious—that he should have
disturbed the dust of this musty and sleeping statute to
increase the humor of the world by so much as a smile
from his indulgent colleagues.

With delightful mock seriousness the Minister of War
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proposed the creation of a navy. He argued its need and
the glories it might achieve with such gay and witty zeal
that the travesty overcame with its humor even the swart
dignity of President Losada himself.

The champagne was bubbling trickily in the veins of
the mercurial statesmen. It was not the custom of the
grave governors of Anchuria to enliven their sessions with
a beverage so apt to cast a veil of disparagement over
sober affairs. The wine had been a thoughtful compliment
tendered by the agent of the Vesuvius Fruit Company as
a token of amicable relations—and certain consummated
deals—between that company and the republic of Anchuria.

The jest was carried to its end. A formidable, official
document was prepared, encrusted with chromatic seals
and jaunty with fluttering ribbons, bearing the florid
signatures of state. This commission conferred upon el
Senor Don Felipe Carrera the title of Flag Admiral of
the Republic of Anchuria. Thus within the space of a
few minutes and the dominion of a dozen “extra dry” the
country took its place among the naval powers of the
world, and Felipe Carrera became entitled to a salute of
nineteen guns whenever he might enter port.

The southern races are lacking in that particular kind
of humor that finds entertainment in the defects and
misfortunes bestowed by Nature. Owing to this defect in
their constitution they are not moved to laughter (as are
their northern brothers) by the spectacle of the deformed,
the feeble-minded or the insane.

Felipe Carrera was sent upon earth with but half his wits.
Therefore, the people of Coralio called him “El pobrecito
loco” the poor little crazed one—saying that God had sent
but half of him to earth, retaining the other half.

A sombre youth, glowering, and speaking only at the
rarest times, Felipe was but negatively “loco.” On shore
he generally refused all conversation. He seemed to know
that he was badly handicapped on land, where so many
kinds of understanding are needed; but on the water his
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one talent set him equal with most men. Few sailors whom
God had carefully and completely made could handle a
sailboat as well. Five points nearer the wind than the best
of them he could sail his sloop. When the elements raged
and set other men to cowering, the deficiencies of Felipe
seemed of little importance. He was a perfect sailor, if an
imperfect man. He owned no boat, but worked among
the crews of the schooners and sloops that skimmed the
coast, trading and freighting fruit out to the steamers
where there was no harbor. It was through his famous skill
and boldness on the sea, as well as for the pity felt for his
mental imperfections, that he was recommended by the
collector as a suitable custodian of the captured sloop.

When the outcome of Don Sabas’ little pleasantry
arrived in the form of the imposing and preposterous
commission, the collector smiled. He had not expected
such prompt and overwhelming response to his
recommendation. He despatched a muchacho at once to
fetch the future admiral.

The collector waited in his official quarters. His office
was in the Calle Grande, and the sea breezes hummed
through its windows all day. The collector, in white linen
and canvas shoes, philandered with papers on an antique
desk. A parrot, perched on a pen rack, seasoned the
official tedium with a fire of choice Castilian imprecations.
Two rooms opened into the Collector’s. In one the clerical
force of young men of variegated complexions transacted
with glitter and parade their several duties. Through the
open door of the other room could be seen a bronze
babe, guiltless of clothing, that rollicked upon the floor.
In a grass hammock a thin woman, tinted a pale lemon,
played a guitar and swung contentedly in the breeze.
Thus surrounded by the routine of his high duties and
the visible tokens of agreeable domesticity, the collector’s
heart was further made happy by the power placed in his
hands to brighten the fortunes of the “innocent” Felipe.

Felipe came and stood before the collector. He was a lad
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of twenty, not ill-favored in looks, but with an expression
of distant and pondering vacuity. He wore white cotton
trousers, down the seams of which he had sewed red stripes
with some vague aim at military decoration. A flimsy blue
shirt fell open at his throat; his feet were bare; he held in
his hand the cheapest of straw hats from the States.

“Senor Carrera,” said the collector, gravely, producing the
showy commission, “I have sent for you at the president’s
bidding. This document that I present to you confers
upon you the title of Admiral of this great republic, and
gives you absolute command of the naval forces and fleet
of our country. You may think, friend Felipe, that we have
no navy—but yes! The sloop the Estrella del Noche, that
my brave men captured from the coast smugglers, is to be
placed under your command. The boat is to be devoted to
the services of your country. You will be ready at all times
to convey officials of the government to points along the
coast where they may be obliged to visit. You will also
act as a coast-guard to prevent, as far as you may be able,
the crime of smuggling. You will uphold the honor and
prestige of your country at sea, and endeavor to place
Anchuria among the proudest naval powers of the world.
These are your instructions as the Minister of War desires
me to convey them to you. Por Dios! I do not know how
all this is to be accomplished, for not one word did his
letter contain in respect to a crew or to the expenses
of this navy. Perhaps you are to provide a crew yourself,
Senor Admiral—I do not know—but it is a very high
honor that has descended upon you. I now hand you your
commission. When you are ready for the boat I will give
orders that she shall be made over into your charge. That
is as far as my instructions go.”

Felipe took the commission that the collector handed to
him. He gazed through the open window at the sea for a
moment, with his customary expression of deep but vain
pondering. Then he turned without having spoken a word,
and walked swiftly away through the hot sand of the street.



