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MAN OF THE ABYSS 
BY HAPSBURG LIEBE 

 
OBODY knew what he was 
doing there in the Southwest’s 
toughest mining town. He 
scarcely knew himself, 

perhaps. 
He had high education; came near to 

being an intellectual so far as book 

learning went. His main difficulty lay in 
the fact that he passed up no opportunity 
to show off his brilliance. In the late 
forties and of slight stature, the man was, 
and this saved his bacon on more counts 
than one. Tombstone Hole did not quarrel 
with under-sized elderly strangers, big 
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mouth or no big mouth—not even after 
this one had borrowed money and 
borrowed money and never, never had 
paid back a cent.  

Once more the little man was low in 
funds. 

Then he met Benny Orr in the 
combination dancehall and saloon that was 
the center of night life in Tombstone Hole. 

There was always a piano, and 
sometimes a Mexican string band that 
made real music. The piano was going 
now. The elderly stranger, meticulously 
attired as usual, had found a vacant table 
in a shadowy corner and from here he 
watched with interest the noisy crowd of 
miners and border riffraff, riders from 
outlying cattle ranges, and dance girls in 
colorful dresses abbreviated at both ends.  

A slim young man in cowboy clothing 
eased into a chair beside his and spoke. 
“Hiyah, dude. Got somepin’ treed?”  

Response was immediate.  
“For your specific information, my 

friend, I was christened Ignatius Arthur 
Ward Hurd; kindly address me properly in 
the future. As to my purpose in this—er, 
sink-hole of iniquity, I am pleased to 
explain. Here life is in the raw, unadorned, 
naked, utterly without veneer. It had 
occurred to me to write a great book; a 
philosophical work, y’understand, on life 
in its long upward climb. I have just read 
Hudson’s Law of Psychic Phenomena. My 
dear young friend, will you be so kind as 
to lend me the insignificant sum of thirty 
dollars?”  

Benny Orr flared up, “Well, I’ll be a 
cross between a whickerbill and a 
whangdoodle if that don’t take the cake! 
How come you knew I had thirty dollars?”  

Cowboys were paid on the first of the 
month as a rule, and this was it. Ignatius 
A. W. Hurd believed that he was making a 
real concession in the promise, “I give you 
my word that I shall repay you twice over, 

out of the proceeds of my great book. Eh?”  
No answer. The piano had fallen silent, 

the dancing had stopped. A Mexican string 
band appeared and struck up ancient but 
forever beautiful, dreamy La Paloma and 
there was applause that made Hurd think 
of thunder. When he could feel sure that 
his voice would carry through two yards of 
space, he began pleasantly:  

“The book is certain to be a success. 
Do you know, my young friend, that it is 
quite possible to judge exactly what is in 
any human being through a simple 
weighing of his physical appearance—just 
by looking at him, as you would probably 
say?”  

“No!” cried Benny, poking fun. But 
Hurd didn’t notice.  

“Oh, yes,” Hurd said. “For instance. 
You see that giant of a man, around 
twenty-eight, standing at the rear end of 
the bar? Has the shoulders of an ox, great 
long arms, great hands. Note the quite 
tremendous undershot jaw, known as a 
prognathous jaw. But his size is not as 
important as what is in him. If he weighed 
seventy pounds less, he could whip any 
five men under this roof! You see him, do 
you not?”  

“Sure, I see him,” Benny Orr said. 
“The big brute with the red suspenders, 
you mean. Well, if you’re so smart, maybe 
you’ll tell me why he wears red 
suspenders. No? To hold his britches up, 
of course. Ha, ha. That is Wingo Asher. 
Wingo can lift a house. I saw him throw a 
horse down. Drinks his liquor outa a pint 
cup!”  

“He belongs,” Ignatius A. W. Hurd 
stated importantly, “to the day of the cave, 
the club, and the fang. He himself shall be 
the meat in the first chapter of my book, 
under the heading, Man of the Abyss. 
Humanity’s long upward climb, y’know. 
That—er, thirty dollars I mentioned—”  

“And so,” Orr cut in soberly, “you can 
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tell that Wingo Asher is a scrapper just by 
lookin’ at him, and his size don’t mean 
much?”  

“Certainly. The tremendous jaw and 
chin. Eyes wide apart. A full back to his 
head. Broader through the temples than 
through the cheekbones, and a high 
forehead that has no backward slant. Talks 
very little, sees all that takes place around 
him—no enemy is stealing up on that 
man! Er, that thirty—” 

 
GAIN the cagey Orr side-stepped 
talk of the loan. 

“Some folks told me that somebody 
told them that a woman said her husband 
said a friend o’ his swore he heard you say 
that they was one star in the sky which 
was more’n 25,000 times as big as this 
whole world. Honest, did you have any 
such plumb crazy talk at that?”  

“Perhaps I did say it,” promptly 
answered I. A. W. Hurd. “At any rate, it is 
perfectly true. The name of that great star 
is Betelgeuse. In color it is dull red, which 
means that it isn’t so hot as star heat goes. 
You will find Betelgeuse in the lower left 
corner of the constellation Orion as it rises 
in the east. But there is another star, Alpha 
Herculis, so tremendous in size that it puts 
Betelgeuse in the baby class!”  

“You hand me such bunk,” snorted the 
slim cowboy, “and then expect me to loan 
you money.” Suddenly he shrugged and 
grinned. “Tell you what, amigo. Make me 
up a bigger lie than the one you just told 
me, and I’ll at least figure on the loan.”  

“But it was and is true!” cried Hurd. 
His voice eased down. “My friend, the 
material in some of the stars is so dense 
that a square inch of it would weigh tons. 
And there are stars so far away that their 
light, travelling at the rate of ten million 
miles per minute, is one hundred thousand 
years getting to us, here on little earth so 

lone. (It’s from Kipling: Little earth so 
lone). And what do you think of that?”  

“Pardner!” Benny Orr whooped and 
slapped the top of their table. He went into 
a trousers’ pocket and came back with a 
roll of green-paper money. The lamplight 
was very dim in that corner. He had 
difficulty making out the figures on the 
bills, and he started talking. ‘‘I’m only a 
cowpoke and the ‘stronomy stuff ain’t for 
me, but even if it was true all I’d have to 
say is: So what? I would druther you could 
explain to me why Wingo Asher’s top 
parts makes him such a hell of a 
scrapper?”  

“It is very simple. The great chin and 
jaw denote bulldog tenacity with colossal 
strength behind it. Eyes set far apart mean 
high courage, and rare intellect; a broad, 
high forehead unslanted and a head full 
behind also indicate intellect—
undeveloped, but intellect just the same. 
This undefeatable, this noble man of the 
abyss will dominate my book I have no 
doubt. The book of course, will be over 
the heads of most he readers. For instance. 
Casting no aspersions, y’understand; what 
would you gather from an the works of 
such philosophers as Maeterlinck, 
Schopenhauer, Emerson, Niet—”  

“Yeah,” happily said Benny, “I knew 
Emerson, all right; used to run a saloon 
over in Hellfire Gulch; shot his woman 
and got hisself a rope necktie.”  

Hurd groaned. After a moment, really 
perturbed, “What do you intend doing, my 
friend?” 

 
ENNY ORR had tossed three ten-
dollar bills to the table, had snapped 

to his feet and was dragging a long-
barreled range six-shooter from its leather 
under his slim right hip. Hurd then saw 
that the giant Wingo Asher had put his 
back to the bar and was staring at Benny 
out of eyes that were filled up with 
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murder. A whisper sped fast through the 
crowd. The dancers froze. The music 
ceased. The entire place, so to speak, held 
its breath. 

Then with his weapon at a menacing 
level Benny Orr snatched Asher’s heavier 
six-shooter from its holster. He tossed it 
over behind the bar. His own six-shooter 
followed it. So fast that few even saw the 
blow, Benny’s open right hand cracked 
like a bullwhip against the prognathous 
jaw and in that same split second of time 
his bony left fist drove deep into Wingo’s 
solar plexus and bent the big man double. 

It was the beginning of a hurricane of 
blows that at last put the giant to slumping 
toward the floor. 

“That same thing has happened so 
much that Wingo don’t even try to fight 
back now,” one miner was telling another. 
“The kid, he simply hits so quick you 
cain’t see it comin’, and each lick is like a 
mule kickin’. Started a year ago with 

Wingo beatin’ up the kid’s pore sick 
grampaw, who later died.”  

I. A. W. Hurd had been making his 
way toward young Orr and his ear caught 
that. Here under a large hanging lamp the 
light was better. He saw Benny plainly 
now. Slightly built; eyes much too close 
together; buck teeth, no chin to speak of; 
narrow through the temples; low, slanted 
forehead; scarcely any back to his head. A 
ragtag of humanity, the very frazzle of a 
frazzle. Yet he hadn’t been five minutes in 
thrashing Hurd’s undefeatable, noble 
paragon of cave and club and fang, his 
vaunted man of the abyss. 

Little Ignatius knew that he was licked, 
but he was game. He spoke very 
graciously to Benny: 

“You’d as well have this back, my 
friend,” tendering the thirty dollars, 
“because there isn’t going to be any 
book.” 

 


