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OWARD the end of June in a year in 
the early seventies the Great Lakes 
fore-and-after Saginaw was beating 

down Lake Huron toward the head of the St. 
Clair River. For two days she had laid in a 
dead calm. That morning a fair wind had 
picked her up. The skipper was in a hurry. 

They made good headway for half a day. 
At noon the skipper was standing amidships, 
looking shoreward. A pungent odor had 
assailed his nostrils while he had been in his 
cabin. The odor was familiar. He had come on 
deck to investigate. 

As he gazed, a copper-colored mist of 
smoke began to roll out toward the ship. The 
odor increased. 

“They’re havin’ one of their damned forest 
fires in there,” he observed to the first mate. 

“Aye, sir,” the mate said indifferently. 
The captain himself was only indifferently 

interested in the fact. He had seen the great 
Michigan woods swept by flames before. He 
had heard how human beings and animals had 
perished as they raced madly ahead of the 
flames. Once he had seen a party of men and 
women rush down to the beach, their clothing 
all on fire, and cast themselves into the water. 

“And she’s a good one,” he added 
presently. 

“Aye, sir,” the mate said again. 
“She” did indeed look as if “she” were a 

“good one.” The copper-colored mist had 

increased in opacity till it was a cloud. The 
cloud soon enveloped the ship. Fine ashes, 
borne by the wind, fell upon the deck. Above 
this cloud the captain could see heavier clouds 
inshore, brown clouds with a fringe of gray at 
their edges. 

“By gosh,” he exclaimed, “I’d hate to be 
in there. It’s a furnace.” 

It was a furnace. The fire had started as 
mysteriously as those fires usually started and 
was sweeping before the wind. On board the 
ship one would have judged that it must have 
reached the beach by now, but the fact was 
that it was still two miles inshore. 

“We better lay to and beat out a bit,” the 
captain said. “These ashes is liable to become 
live coals before long.” 

The mate gave the order. The watch 
sprang to the task, with one exception. That 
was a boy of perhaps twenty. He was 
apparently a deck-hand, but he approached the 
captain without that deference which a deck-
hand was supposed to show. “Captain,” he 
said, “that’s bad business in there. There’s a 
settlement about a mile south and two miles 
back. If that fire has got those folks 
surrounded, they’ll have a hard time of it.” 

“If they’re onto their jobs they’ll be 
headin’ for water long before this,” the captain 
said. 

“You know how those folks are,” the 
young man went on evenly. “They’ll try to 
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save their cow and horses and their household 
goods. It’s been a dry month. Those pines will 
burn like so much kindling.” 

“Looks to me like they was doin’ that 
a’ready.” the captain said dryly. 

“They’ll pile their goods on their wagon 
and tie the cow behind,” the young man 
pursued. “I can picture just how it‘ll be. The 
fire’ll get them before they ever can reach 
water.” 

The captain turned on him quickly. 
“What would you like to do, 

Hemingway?” he asked. “Like to walk in 
there and lend a hand?” 

Hemingway looked aft. He saw that the 
mate was standing not far from himself and 
the captain. The mate was scowling at him. 

Hemingway was not surprised at that. The 
mate had scowled at him all through the trip 
up the lakes, and so far as they had gone all 
through the trip down. He knew the mate 
didn’t like him. His father owned the ship 
whose deck they were standing on, and 
Hemingway had come aboard to learn the 
business of navigation. “Supercargo,” he had 
heard the mate sneer to the second mate. 

He had not been a supercargo. He had 
been put into the captain’s watch, which the 
second mate stood. He was young and he was 
strong and he shirked nothing. The second 
mate had treated him as he treated the rest of 
the watch, but the first mate had not ceased to 
sneer at him. The first mate had no use for 
gentlemen’s sons, and a gentleman’s son he 
seemed to think Hemingway could not escape 
being. 

Though Hemingway did not know it, the 
thing which galled the first mate most was 
Hemingway’s attitude toward the captain and 
the captain’s attitude toward him. The captain 
tried to treat him like the deck-hand that he 
outwardly was, but the captain could not 
forget that he was the son of the man who 
owned the ship. He was more courteous to 
him that he was to anyone else on board. 

This was Hemingway’s first trip as a 

sailor, and he failed to fall naturally into the 
attitude which the other men fell into. He 
forgot his “aye, sir,” and he talked to the 
captain just as he talked to the men in the 
forecastle. 

Therefore when the mate saw him walk up 
to the captain after the mate had given his 
order, the mate’s anger rose. 

“I wouldn’t walk in there,” Hemingway 
said. “I’d like to take a couple of men and go 
in, in the yawl.” 

The captain looked at him. The captain 
was a hulk of a man, fearless, strong, rugged. 
He admired men who could face peril calmly. 

He had not been much interested in the 
fire. It did not concern him, except that, as he 
had said, a live cinder might fall on his ship 
and set fire to something. The thing to do, on 
the face of it, was to draw away from the 
danger zone. Forest fires were common 
things. Those who were caught in them would 
have to make their own fight, just as the 
captain expected to make his fight if he were 
caught in the madness of the sea. 

“You got any special reason for that 
notion?” the captain asked. 

“No, except that I’ve hunted up through 
here. Got my first bear up in those woods. The 
settlers are nice people, honest folks. It seems 
a shame not to give them a lift if they need it.” 

The captain tried to peer through the cloud 
of smoke which had enveloped the ship. He 
looked aloft where white ashes were sifting 
through the cloud. 

“Oh, I don’t believe there is anything you 
could do, Hemingway.” he said. “We got to 
get out of here. This ain’t no good place for 
us.” 

“If I can’t have the yawl and a couple of 
men. I’ll swim in,” Hemingway said. 

The captain turned and regarded him 
curiously. 

“You must have some reason,” he insisted. 
“The only reason I have is that I’m a 

man.” Hemingway boasted. “And I see that 
I’m the only man on board.” 
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“Mr. Devins,” the captain said sharply. 
The first mate came forward. The captain 
explained Hemingway’s request to him. 

“Come to anchor and give him the yawl,” 
the captain ordered. 

Great Lakes officers in those days were 
generally gentlemen of the sea. Bucko mates 
were unknown. Devins had never struck a 
sailor in his life except to square a personal 
difference. 

He looked at Hemingway now with 
curiosity in his eyes. 

“About what do you suppose you would 
do when you get ashore?” he asked. 

“Lend a hand where I could,” Hemingway 
said. 

“Are you just showing off?”  
The eyes of the two men met. 

Hemingway’s were clear and brown; Devins 
clear and blue. Brown eyes and blue held each 
other for a full minute. Devins, who was 
fundamentally a just man, wondered whether 
he had judged young Hemingway unjustly. 

“I’ll take a couple of men and go with 
you,” he said briefly. 

“And I’ll tell you why I want to go,” 
Hemingway said. 

The sailors rowed them ashore through the 
cloud of smoke. That cloud deepened as they 
neared the shore. 

“My father has always thought I was 
lazy,” Hemingway confided to Devins over 
his shoulder. “I wanted to show him I was not. 
That’s why I shipped with Captain Cramer. 
Also my father thought I hadn’t very good 
stuff in me, I guess. If you know him, you 
know what he is—an iron man. I’m not an 
iron man, and I guess I have been lazy. But 
I’ve worked all right, haven’t I?” 

Devins conceded that he had. 
“And now,” Devins said, “you want to 

show your father that you’ve got courage?” 
Hemingway nodded. 
They sat in silence till the yawl was run up 

on the beach. The sailors sprang out and 
pulled it up on the sand, so that it could not 

drift away. 
Tears started to their eyes as they walked 

up the beach toward the first trees. 
Hemingway put his handkerchief over his 
mouth and nostrils to filter the acrid fumes. 
Devins laid a detaining hand on his arm when 
they came to the foot of the bluff. 

“Listen to that,” Devins said. 
They could hear the roar of the fire, the 

snap and crackle of the flames as those 
worked toward the shore. 

“Nothin’ could live in that,” Devins said. 
“We can’t do anything.” 

Hemingway felt the blood ebb out of his 
cheeks. The hand which held his handkerchief 
was a little unsteady. He had a brief moment 
during which he wished he were back on the 
ship, but then his inherited and natural 
courage flowed through him. 

“Somebody might be running toward the 
water ahead of that fire,” he said. “You know 
how they’d be by now if they had been in the 
smoke since the fire started.” 

“I know,” Devins said. 
He had not Hemingway’s imagination and 

he spoke calmly. But Hemingway could vision 
the possible fugitives from the fire. Faces 
blackened, they would be staggering toward 
the water and safety. They would be 
exhausted. The smoke would be all about 
them. Hot cinders would drop down like rain. 
An agony of thirst would be theirs. 

“And women among them, maybe,” 
Hemingway said out of his imagining. 

“Maybe,” said Devins. He had been 
standing with bent head, listening to the roar. 
Now he lifted his head. “Hell, Hemingway, if 
you’ve got an idea, tell it to us. We’ll go as far 
as you will.” 

“We will,” the two sailors said. 
“It’s only a chance,” Hemingway said. 

“But the only thing we can do is to separate 
and beat up the woods till we find somebody. 
What do you say?” 

“Go ahead,” Devins said. 
“We’ll start right here,” Hemingway said. 
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“One of us can go straight ahead and the 
others walk off at angles. Thus we’ll spread 
out. Keep yelling so we’ll know where each 
other is. When it gets too hot, come back.” 

“You go straight ahead, Pete.” Devins 
said. And as an afterthought he added: “You 
don’t have to go if you don’t want to, you 
know.” 

Pete started up the bluff without a word. 
Devins and the other sailor turned off toward 
the right, Hemingway to the left. 

For a while Hemingway found it easy 
going under the big trees. At first there was 
not so much smoke as there had been on the 
beach. It drifted up in the tree-tops where the 
wind was blowing. But soon he saw that it 
was closer to him and then it was all about 
him. 

It burned his lungs and he tied his 
handkerchief over his mouth and nose. He 
kept yelling, and heard the answering yells 
from the other men. In the beginning he 
listened for those cries, and then he forgot to 
listen for them. He had gone perhaps half a 
mile when he realized that he could no longer 
hear them. There was no sound in the forest 
except the increasingly loud roar of the distant 
flames. 

He was relieved when he knew that the 
fire was still far away. He had feared that he 
would have stepped into it before this. But he 
understood, as he went along, that the forest, 
perhaps a mile beyond him, must be all 
ablaze. That made his situation for the present 
comparatively safe, but it increased the danger 
that would be his and the other men’s after a 
while. When the flames did reach them they 
would have a brief time to flee back to the 
water. 

The smoke thickened still more and the 
gray ashes sifted down through the trees. He 
had to put his hands against the tree-trunks to 
guide himself around them. All at once he 
realized that those trunks were hot to the 
touch. The fire was not far off. 

He stopped suddenly and looked back. 

Then he glanced swiftly from one side to the 
other, and then in front of him. Smoke, 
hemmed him in. The rain of ashes had 
increased as silently and as rapidly as rain 
increases on a still summer night. 

He yelled and listened. There was no 
answer. Sudden terror surged through him. He 
wanted to go back but he was afraid he could 
not do so. He had heard how men, unguided, 
walked in a circle. He could picture himself 
walking like that till the flames caught him 
and left him a charred thing while they swept 
on, greedily seeking other victims. 

His terror caused his heart to pound and 
shortened his breathing. All at once he was 
gasping for breath. He felt as if the 
handkerchief were stifling him. 

He tore it from his face. The smoke that he 
sucked in between his parted lips burned and 
gagged him. He dropped to the ground, full-
length, and pressed his face against the moss. 
There he was able to breathe in comparative 
comfort for a moment. 

He was subject to youth’s swift reactions, 
and his terror now gave way to shame. He 
recalled his words to the captain—that he was 
a man. And here at the first sign of real peril 
he was giving way. He tied his handkerchief 
about his face again and got to his feet. He 
yelled beneath the flap that covered his mouth 
and almost instantly there was an answer. 

But it was an answer calculated to strike 
renewed terror to his heart. He was sure that 
no human lips had ever framed that cry. It was 
a penetrating scream of agony born of 
madness. 

Hemingway shuddered. He felt his blood 
ran cold, and he knew that unless he gripped 
his terror and throttled it, it would rule him 
again. 

More to hear the sound of his own voice 
than anything else, he cried out again. Now 
there was a muffled response near him. He 
screamed again, a shrill, high cry. 

“Where be you?” a man’s voice said quite 
near him. 
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Then Hemingway saw two shapes moving 
through the pall of smoke. He stepped toward 
them and a man and a woman emerged from 
the gloom. The man was limping, but he was 
attempting to support the woman. She held a 
child in her arms. 

Their faces were blackened and their eyes 
were red. The woman’s eyes, too, had a dead, 
set look as if she had almost passed beyond 
realization of her peril. 

“What was that scream?” Hemingway 
asked, voicing what was uppermost in his 
mind. 

“Hoss,” the man answered. “Girl was 
trying to pilot him among the trees. I reckon 
he got away f’m her and dashed off in the 
direction of the fire. Sh’dn’t be s’prised if he 
found it, neither.” 

His tone was colorless: Hemingway saw 
that he was far spent. 

“Hurt my laig,” he said. “Had to stick by 
the woman and the babe. Couldn’t go back 
there for the girl. She’ll get lost and perish.” 

He stood looking at Hemingway 
questioningly. Hemingway understood that he 
was so dulled by what he had been through 
that he would not even ask aid for his 
daughter. He merely stated the case and let 
Hemingway decide. 

Hemingway saw that it was for this that he 
had come. He perceived now that he had had a 
sort of prevision of something like this. His 
active mind had conjured a picture which had 
become a dread reality. 

“Where is the girl?” he asked. 
“Back yonder.” the man answered. “Not 

far. I reckon she’s scared to move for fear 
she’ll lose her way.” 

“You keep going toward the water,” 
Hemingway ordered. “I’ll see what I can do 
for her.” 

He plunged forward into ever-increasing 
heat and ever-thickening smoke. He realized 
that there was scarcely any oxygen to breathe 
now, and he knew that he could not go on for 
long. He would have to find the girl soon or 

abandon her. 
For perhaps half a minute he went on, and 

then he became aware that that word 
“abandon” was ringing in his ears. Why not? 
Why should he risk his life for a girl he had 
never seen? He didn’t believe the mate or 
either of those sailors would have done it. 
Probably by now they were back at the water. 

Water! As he thought of it, his body 
shrieked for it. He wanted to gulp it and to lie 
in it, feeling its coolness in his parched throat 
and against his hot body. The captain’s 
warning that he could probably render no aid 
to any one came back to him. And the captain 
had seen many forest fires. He should know 
the futility of battling against a fire like this. 

Hemingway stopped. He half turned and 
looked back. But there was nothing to see. 
The smoke shut out his view in every 
direction. Panic seized him again. His impulse 
was to turn and flee away from the roar that 
continued to increase. He turned clear around. 

And then to his ears came a muffled shout. 
It was very near him. It must be very near him 
or he would not have heard it at all. He cried 
out in answer. The shout was repeated. 

“I’ll stick for just about one minute,” he 
told himself. 

He turned back and moved forward 
slowly, repeating his cries. For a space there 
was no answer to those, and then an answer 
came quite suddenly, rising to his ears in a 
kind of moan from just beneath him. He 
looked down and then he knelt. If he had 
taken one more step he would have stumbled 
over the girl who lay there, her face buried in 
the moss. He understood now why her cries 
had been muffled. 

He put his hands under her shoulders and 
lifted her. She slipped about in his grasp and 
their faces were close to each other. 

She was a girl of perhaps eighteen, 
slender, dark-haired. Her face was blackened 
by smoke, and Hemingway noticed how oddly 
red her lips were in that dark setting. 

“Can you stand?” he asked. “We’ve got to 
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get out of here in a hurry.” 
“I can stand.” she said. “I hurt my ankle 

when the horse broke away. Are you all 
alone?” 

“I’m alone,” he answered. 
She shook herself free and sat up. He 

imagined that a sudden pallor would have 
shown in her face if it had not been covered 
by the smoke stains. The red lips quivered. 

“Well,” she said huskily, “you just go back 
alone. You can’t take me and get out of this 
alive. You just leave me here and save 
yourself. Did you see my father and mother?” 

“Yes they must be at the lake by now.” 
“Well, go,” she commanded. 
“I can’t leave you here,” he said. 
He tried to make his voice firm but he 

knew that it trembled. He perceived that she 
understood that he was guilty of irresolution. 
He expected to see the red lips curl in scorn, 
but they did not. 

“You’ll have to leave me,” she said. “By 
yourself you’ll have a chance. Carryin’ me 
you’ll have no chance. Go!” 

Irresolution still gripped him. He lifted his 
head and listened to the roar of the fire for a 
moment. 

“How far off is that fire now?” he asked. 
“A mile maybe,” she answered, “and 

traveling this way fast.” 
“Are you heavy?” he asked. 
Her eyes suddenly blazed with fire as hot 

as that which was raging in the forest beyond 
them. She clenched one little fist and raised it. 
He thought she was going to strike him in the 
face. He regarded her in amazement. 

“Will you go?” she broke out passionately. 
“Oh, won’t you go? Why do you stand there 
and torture me? Do you think I’m made of 
iron? Go! Go away!” 

She threw herself down and burst into a 
passion of weeping. Hemingway hesitated for 
just a moment more. Then he stooped and 
gathered her up in his strong arms. 

She seemed to try to struggle against his 
effort, but the struggle did not develop. She 

twisted about in his arms again and lay against 
his breast, relaxed so that the burden would be 
no greater than it had to be. 

Hemingway started back through the 
woods. 

He was quite calm now. His panic had 
passed, and his red blood had thrown off the 
terror which had chilled it. But he felt shame. 
He asked himself how it happened that a man 
like him, a man who had boasted just a little 
while before, could be so afraid while this slip 
of a girl had had the courage to tell him to 
save himself and leave her to her terrible fate. 
She was fat braver than he was. 

She seemed to sense something of what 
was passing in his mind. 

“Don’t run too big a risk,” she said. “Do 
what you can for me. But if the fire overtakes 
us, put me down and run. Run just as fast as 
you can.” 

“I won’t put you down,” he said. 
He believed not only that he would not put 

her down, but that he would not be tempted to 
put her down. For a while he strode forward in 
the urge of this clean, strong feeling. 

But the going was hard. He constantly 
bumped into trees which his smoke-filled, 
reddened eyes did not discern in time. He 
tripped over roots and fallen trees. Once he 
nearly fell. 

And the girl’s weight increased 
surprisingly. When he had first taken her up, 
she had seemed slight and of little weight. 
Now she was a burden which taxed his 
strength. He began to sob for his breath back 
of the handkerchief. The girl struggled 
genuinely and almost freed herself from his 
arms. 

“Put me down,” she said. “Put me down 
and go on. Your strength is giving out—oh, 
why did you come at all?” 

He was a little dazed by now, and he did 
not understand her question. She continued to 
struggle. 

“Be still,” he said sharply. “Are you trying 
to make it harder for me?” 
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She began to cry again. He could feel her 
sobs rack her body. He supposed she must be 
very angry because he would not obey the 
commands born of her splendid courage. 

As he dimly considered that courage, his 
manhood—a finer manhood than he had 
boasted of—came back to him. It shone before 
him like a single beacon light in the dark. He 
fixed his spiritual eyes on that light and knew 
that he would not again lose it. 

“There, there, little girl,” he said, as if she 
had been a child. “Don’t you be mad at me.” 
That was boyish talk, too, but it seemed to fit 
somehow. “I’ll take care of you. I’ve been a 
bit perplexed, but I’m all right now. We’ll win 
through yet!” 

“Oh, you’re brave,” she said. 
The compliment sent a surge of hot blood 

through his body. If this courageous girl only 
knew what a scaredy-cat he had been! 

They did not speak again. He seemed to 
have had a renewal of his strength and he 
faltered no more. 

“Second wind,” he said gratefully. 
Back of them the roar was about as it had 

been. The smoke was just as thick, though 
they moved, however slowly, away from the 
fire, and ashes still poured down upon them. 

Physical weariness again assailed him, but 
his light still burned. He wondered just how 
the fire would overtake them. Would there be 
advance couriers of it to warn them, or would 
it suddenly burst out all about them and 
enwrap them almost before they knew it was 
upon them? It didn’t much matter. 

He stopped suddenly and realized that he 
had been staggering forward with closed eves 
and smoke-filled lungs. He felt almost as if he 
had slept. 

And then to his ears, even above the roar 
of the fire, came the sound of water lapping on 
the beach. 

“Why!” he cried, “we’re there.” 
He forgot his weariness, forgot everything, 

in his mad desire to reach that cooling water. 
He shifted her in his arms and ran, stumbling. 

He stopped at the edge of the bluff just in 
time. 

The girl peered over his shoulder for the 
first glad sight of the water. He made a slow 
descent till he stood upon the sand. Then he 
staggered forward again. In a moment he put 
her down at the water’s edge and flung 
himself down. They gulped at the water and 
bathed their hands and faces in it. 

“Oh, it’s good, good.” the girl whispered. 
“Nothing was ever so good before,” he 

said. 
From along the beach there came a loud 

hail. Hemingway sat up and hailed in return. 
The mate and the two sailors emerged from 
the smoke. 

“Thank God you got through,” the mate 
said. “We got a man and a woman and a baby 
up here. You two better come and let the 
sailors row you out to the ship.” 

“No,” the girl said. “You take them back 
first. We’ll wait here.” 

“Just as you say,” the mate agreed, and he 
and the two other men went back along the 
beach. 

The girl turned to Hemingway. She had 
washed the grime from her face, and he saw 
that it was finely molded and naturally 
pleasant. It was pale now, but he guessed from 
her lips, which were like a stain against her 
pallor, that she had a good color normally. 

“You’re a brave man,” she said. “There’s 
no way I can thank you or make it up to you. 
Not one man in a hundred—no, not one in a 
thousand—would have stayed to bring me 
back.” 

“Well, I’ll tell you something,” 
Hemingway confessed. “I was scared stiff till 
I borrowed courage from you. I came within 
an ace of leaving you up there in the woods. It 
was all I could do to keep my feet from 
carrying me away as fast as they could do it. If 
you had been scared, I, too, would have lost 
courage and I’d have gone all to pieces.” 

“If I had been scared?” she wondered. 
“You borrowed courage from me? Why, I was 
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scared. Before you came, as I lay there under 
the trees, I pressed my hand to my heart and 
prayed: ‘Please, God, let my heart stop beating 
before the fire gets to me.’ Back home, there 
was always a gun behind the kitchen door. I 
wished I had that gun. I wondered if I could 
put it against my breast and pull the trigger. 
I’d have done it if I’d had the gun. But when 
you came and insisted on carrying me, I had to 
be as brave as you were if I could. So I tried. 
My life was at stake as well as yours. But 
didn’t you hear me cry?” 

“I heard you,” he answered, “and after 
that, knowing our helplessness and danger, I 
would have died before I would have put you 
down.” 

They looked at each other and then they 
smiled into each other’s eyes and, animated by 
a mutual impulse, moved a little closer 
together on the sand. 


