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N the long run the fittest man will 
survive," Thompson stated 
positively at the end of a long 

argument on natural selection. His three 
companions pulled silently on their pipes 
and said nothing. The guide leaned 
forward and threw a few pieces of wood 
on the camp-fire about which they sat. 
Then he asked suddenly: 
 “Do you mean physically fit, when 
you say fittest?” The guide was a little 
man and the lights and shadows of the fire 
playing over his reclining body seemed 
even to accentuate his small stature. 
 Thompson straightened up 
suddenly. “Yes, certainly I mean 
physically fit,” he answered. “But I 
include, of course, an average intelligence 
to go with it.” 
 The guide puffed quietly at his 
pipe for several moments. “You maintain, 
then,” he said at last, “that given a group 
of men, let’s say, seven of them, and 
having put them off some place with only 
food enough for one man, the strongest of 
the seven will dispose of the others and 
will be the ultimate survivor?” 
 “Exactly; that’s it exactly,” 
Thompson affirmed warmly. 
 “I’m afraid I disagree with you, 

Mr. Thompson,” the guide went on. “Take 
that group of seven men. Suppose they 
start to fight for the food. Who will be the 
one man the other six will confine their 
attention to? The weakest man? No, the 
strongest. The strongest man of the seven 
will be the first to be eliminated. Then the 
next strongest will go, and so on. In the 
end, one of the two weakest men will be 
the lone survivor of the seven.” 
 Thompson shook his head 
dubiously, but said nothing. 
 “Possibly if I illustrated this theory 
with a true story you’d be able to see it 
better,” the guide continued. He shook the 
ashes from his pipe, refilled and carefully 
lighted it, then settled back comfortably on 
the ground. 
 
 “One morning, about ten years ago, 
the tropic sun rose on a calm and oily sea 
in the South Pacific. The night before had 
been foggy, but when morning came the 
fog had entirely disappeared, leaving a 
huge inverted bowl of blue sky about a 
single life-raft. Except for a few scraps of 
wreckage, a life-preserver, a woman’s hat, 
its feather dirty and bedraggled, a capsized 
life-boat, nothing else but the raft could be 
seen in all that wide expanse of sea. 

“I 
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 “There were seven men on the raft, 
sitting or reclining in various postures, 
each alone, busy with his thoughts. In the 
center of the craft was a cask holding a 
few gallons of water and a small box of 
provisions. Every now and then one or 
another of the men would raise his head 
and look fixedly at the box and cask, then 
at his companions. Nothing was said, 
however, nothing needed to be said. 
 “The same thought was in the 
minds of all. The water and scanty 
provisions on the raft would sustain the 
lives of seven men for three or four days, 
of one man for probably two weeks. Who 
was to be that one man? Each had decided 
that he would never let another touch the 
food or water. 
 “And so they sat, hour after hour, 
while the tropic sun rose slowly to the 
zenith and began its slow decline. Still no 
word was spoken; still no man dared to 
touch the food or water. The afternoon 
was well advanced when the mate of the 
wrecked vessel stood up and walked to the 
water cask at the center of the raft. He was 
a huge fellow, tall and well built, easily 
the strongest man of the seven. 
 “ ‘I don’t care what you men are 
going to do about it,’ he declared 
aggressively, ‘but I’m going to have a 
drink. I’ve sat around here doing nothing 
long enough.’ He reached down and 
grasped the breaker of water. Instantly two 
of the other men arose—one a burly negro 
deck-hand, the other a small, blue-eyed 
missionary. 
 “ ‘Put dat water down,’ the negro 
ordered. The mate raised the cask as if he 
had not heard. Suddenly there was a crack, 
a crash, and the mate floundered 
spluttering in the sea. He treaded water a 
moment, casting a baleful glare at the 
negro, who stood aggressively on the raft, 
and at the little, meek-eyed missionary, 
who stood beside him. Then the mate 

reached out and grasped the edge of the 
raft. The missionary kicked his fingers 
until he withdrew them and swam back a 
distance, cursing as he swam. 
 “There he waited for some time 
before making a second attempt to board 
the raft. But the second attempt ended in 
failure, for the missionary kicked him full 
in the face. It was a stunning blow and the 
mate sank, tingeing the water with red. 
 “In a moment he rose, with a 
splashing of water and a spluttering 
mouthful of curses. But he was tiring fast 
and in another moment he had sunk again. 
When he rose for the second time he was 
gasping for breath, his face a 
personification of despair and fear. Then 
with a last half-audible ‘Help!’ he ceased 
struggling and disappeared. 
 “The men on the raft said no word. 
The missionary resumed his seat. The 
negro remained standing for a moment, 
gazing at the spot where the mate had 
disappeared. Then he, too, sat down. 
 “It was close to sunset when the 
black man stood up suddenly, a 
determined look in his eye, a scowl on his 
coarse-featured face. He stepped to the 
water beaker and squared off menacingly, 
his fists raised. Then, as though by a 
prearranged plan, the other five men stood 
up slowly, cautiously eying the negro. No 
word was spoken, but suddenly they 
rushed the man at the cask. He went 
overboard with a crash and with him went 
another. 
 “The two men struggled for a 
moment in the water, fighting, gasping for 
breath, then the white man sank. But as he 
went down he fixed a death grip on the 
negro’s leg. The black man fought for his 
life but was unable to loosen the hold. He 
sank struggling and threshing the water 
into foam with his huge arms. 
 “The four remaining men on the 
raft resumed their seats, glaring hatefully 
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at each other, forgetting that they had 
fought side by side the moment before. 
The copper sun slowly sank below the 
western horizon, tinting the sky with 
orange and gold. The night followed 
quickly, settling down somberly over the 
four men on the raft. The stars came out 
one by one, and in the west a crescent 
moon followed the sun into the distant sea. 
Not a breath of air stirred. Except for the 
soft lapping of tiny waves against the side 
of the raft, not a sound disturbed the, 
deathless silence of the darkness.  
 “The night passed slowly for the 
men on the raft. At length the deep blue of 
the sky began to pale, the stars twinkled 
slowly out, the red sun emerged from the 
ocean and gazed down upon the same 
smooth and peaceful sea and the same four 
silent men. 
 “The sun was hardly above the 
horizon when one of them stood up 
suddenly. He was a dapper little person, a 
salesman bound for Japan. The other men 
must have been drowsing a little, for he 
had up-ended the cask and gulped several 
mouthfuls before they realized it. Then 
with a savage bound they were up and at 
him. But the genial little salesman was too 
quick for them. He dropped the cask and 
with a smile on his face dove into the sea. 
He never rose. 
 “Of the three men left on the raft, 
one was the missionary, the other a 
millionaire tourist, the last a nondescript 
stowaway, dirty, ragged, and unshaven. 
The millionaire did not sit down again, but 
stood gazing at the dark waters for some 
time. Then, seeming suddenly to go mad, 
he rushed at the other two men, kicking at 
them, biting, scratching. But their 
combined strength was too much for him. 
In a moment he was struggling in the 
water; in another he had sunk, unable to 
swim. 
 “The two remaining men were the 

smallest and least fit of the seven that had 
been alive the day before. They stood 
eying each other, panting from their recent 
exertions, each weighing the other’s 
strength. The stowaway was the first to 
speak. 
 “ ‘I can see this raft is only big 
enough for one man,’ he said slowly. ‘I 
don’t suppose you’d care to share it with 
me?’ The missionary did not answer. 
‘Well, you may be strong enough to throw 
me off, but I won’t give you the trouble. I 
won’t force you to kick me to eternity like 
you did the mate yesterday. And I’m not 
the man to attempt to murder you. No, I’ll 
leave you here to drink the water that you 
killed for. And you’ll have plenty of time 
to do it, for your chances of getting picked 
up are about a million to one in this part of 
the sea.’ 
 “The missionary began to mutter 
something to himself. The stowaway 
thought that he was trying to pray. 
 “ ‘It wouldn’t be a bad idea to do a 
little praying,’ the stowaway went on, 
‘although the salvation of a good man like 
you is assured. With me it’s different. I’m 
booked in the devil’s free-for-all and I’m 
sure to finish in the money. 
 “ ‘You can have the food and 
water,’ he continued. ‘But—damn you—I 
wouldn’t give a plugged nickel for your 
soul two weeks from now.’ And without 
another word he dove smoothly into the 
water. He came up quickly and started off, 
swimming with a slow and even stroke. 
 “And so the missionary was left, 
the weakest of the seven, to drink the 
water and eat the food he had fought for. 
And he was happy, he was jubilant, for he 
had won against the greatest of odds. 
 “An hour or two after the 
stowaway had passed out of sight, a ship 
hove into the view of the little man on the 
raft. He hailed its coming with joy. At last! 
An answer to his prayers’ He watched it 
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steadily, then he began to be afraid. It was 
not coming directly toward him, but would 
pass some miles to one side of the raft. He 
signaled frantically. 
 “But it was useless. The ship 
passed him, clearly visible, but too far to 
hail. It was almost out of sight before he 
gave up his feeble attempts to signal it. 
Then he sat down exhausted, a little 
shaken, certainly frightened a bit. 
 “And so he lived, for several days, 
maybe a week or two, who knows? But in 
the end he died, slowly, surely, 
inevitably.” 
 

 The little guide finished his tale. 
The four men sat silently about the fire. 
Finally Thompson spoke. 
 “You say this is a true story?” he 
asked. The guide nodded. “Well, how did 
you get the tale, if all the men died?” 
 “No,” the guide answered him, “all 
the men did not die. The stowaway was 
picked up by the ship that passed near the 
raft.” 
 “But didn’t he tell them about the 
missionary who was left on the raft?” 
 The little guide’s voice came out of 
the darkness. “No,” he answered calmly, 
“I didn’t!” 

 


