A LIBERAL EDUCATION

The Story of How Gipsy Made Good

IPSY removed his cigarette
and glanced at the stranger.
He was a small man, with
garb reminiscent of towns
—a  frock-coat struggling
with adversity, a glossy top-
hat, owing its refulgent
rays to benzoline. For the
rest, the man was red, and
had sanguine eyes behind
glasses.. He carried a big
portfolio under his arm.

“If it ain’t a rude question,” Gipsy said blandly,
“what the dickens are you after, mate?”

This was the dinner interlude. The clink of pick
and the rattle of drill had ceased, and gang B 14
were feeding, for the most part, out of red bandana
handkerchiefs. Gipsy’s cigarettes gained flavour
from curiosity. Antiquarians and archaologists he
knew, but the specimen before him was quite new.
He had never seen a book-agent before.

The small man, wandering into the big engineer-
ing camp high up the Valley of Sweet Waters, need-
ed no more cordial greeting. The tiniest spark of
curiosity blew up the floodgates of his loquacity.
The glib words flowed on.

“JArf time,” Gipsy cut in. “The mate what
shares my ’ut ’as got a parrot. Maybe as you might
teach him to say a few words.”

The little man smiled, nothing abashed. He
spread out before Gipsy’s admiring eyes a series of
illustrations, views of the world at large, maps,
sections of the human form divine, models of more
or fless up-to-date steam-engines—the whole pic-
torial art as applied to the “Universal Compendium
Encyclopedia,” complete in twelve monthly parts
at seventeen and sixpence per volume, first instal-
ment down, the balance on faith. The book-agent
is childlike and trusting, possibly because the seven-
teen and six down covers any predatory leaning on
the part of the thirsty knowledge-seeker.

“That's what you want,” said the little man,
with fine insight. “This dictionary in itself, sir, is
a liberal education. There’s nothing—nothing that
you won’t find in it.”

“Think so?” Gipsy asked doubtfully.
thing about prize fights, mister?”

The little man pointed to a full-page drawing of
a Roman gladiator, obviously pirated from one of
the late Lord Leighton’s drawings. He would like
very much to know what Gipsy thought of that.
The navvy was properly impressed. He regarded
the gladiator’s biceps critically. With a fund of
knowledge like that, he would be uplifted over his
fellows. Seventeen and sixpence was mnot much
whereby he might be placed intellectually on a level
with the resident engineers at Cwm House. Besides,
when the thirst for knowledge played subordinate
to thirst of a more commonplace character, and the
exchequer was low, the volume would pawn in
Rhayader for the requisite silver.

Gipsy rattled some money in his pocket. They
were a sporting lot up the valley, and Gipsy’s second
in the Derby “sweep” had brought in a matter of
over six pounds. He hesitated; seventeen and six-
pence was not so much to a bachelor sharing a hut
and drawing thirty-two shillings a week.

“T’ll take it,” he said. “And ’ere’s the first money
down.”

“Then I’ll book your order, sir,” the little man
said. Gipsy swelled with pride. His vivid imagina-
tion was running ahead of the present; there were
reminiscences of the Industrious Apprentice in his
mind. y

“Perhaps your other volumes may come a little
under the month, in which case—"

“Oh, I shan’t mind that,” Gipsy said largely.
“You make out the paper.”

“Certainly, sir. In that case, Form B is the one
for you to sign. Your name, sir, please? Gipsy?
Very good. And your Christian name, sir?”

All this with a humility that filled Gipsy with a
pleased sense of importance. But as to the Chris-
tian name, there was a hitch. Did he possess one,
it was lost in the backwash of boyish memories. He
had,never been called anything but Gipsy. At his
feet lay a fine, florid drawing of Hercules. Gipsy
spelt out the word slowly—his infinite resource
came back to him.

“Rum thing,” he said. “My Christian name’s
the same as that knobby bloke with the belt round
his waist. H-e-r-c-u-l-e-s. Call it Herkules Gipsy,
and you've got it first pop. What yer laughin’ at?”
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The little man explained that he wasn’t laugh-
ing at all, it was merely a chronic catarrh, from
which he had been a victim from boyhood. Gipsy
scratched a pleasing hieroglyphic at the foot of a
long, blue form, the benzoline-glossy hat was lifted
with a flourish, and Gipsy was alone with the key
of knowledge in his grasp—cheap at seventeen and
sixpence.
~ The publishers of the “Universal Compendium
Encyclopedia” were less trustful than a first casual
glance would have disclosed. But then Gipsy knew
nothing about “remainders” or the fact that many
old works of this nature—fruits of failure and bank-
ruptcy of bygone publishers—are sold as so much
wastepaper, the body or corpse being subsequently
clothed in new outer garments and peddled to a con-
fiding public through the medium of many little men
with dilapidated frock-coats and hats resplendent of
benzoline. As a matter of fact, had no further pay-
ment been made, the Universal Compendium Pub-
lishing Company would have lost nothing—which
fact Gipsy did not grasp, as also he had no idea
that he had signed a form consenting to receive the
balance of the volumes monthly, or more frequently
should the publisher deem the latter course ex-
pedient. Within a month the rest of the volumes
did arrive, carriage paid, in a neat box, plus an
invoice for something over £10, with a footnote to
the effect that if the balance were not paid within
fourteen days, proceedings for its recovery would
be taken without further notice.

All this, however, escaped the usually sharp
eye of the seeker after knowledge. It was very good
of these people to send on the books which need not
be paid for yet. Meanwhile, Gipsy was progressing
with his liberal education. He knew something
about Adam, who seemed to be mixed up in some
way with a peculiar kind of fireplace; he gained
some new information about Africa; of Agriculture
he hoped presently to speak with authority; Alge-
bra he was forced to ignore altogether. But the
greatest delight lay in the pictures—twenty in each
volume, harnessed to the text in the most indiscrimi-
nate fashion, but there they were.

It was not to be supposed that so fine a sports-
man as Gipsy could have kept his new possessions
a secret. There were those who scoffed, but others
who firmly believed. Mothers came to know if the
big book had any hints as to the teething of child-
ren, or the proper treatment of warts, whilst a third
desired information as to the best way to boil cab-
bages; young navvies, with an eye to a hut of their
own, asked Gipsy quietly if the book had any hints
as to good, plain furniture, and the best way to get
it on the instalment plan.

“I’'m doing my best for the settlement,” Gipsy re-
plied. “It's a tough job, this ’ere liberal education,
and apt to get confusing. I can’t quite make out
where I am sometimes. There’s Anatomy. Now, is
it a new kind of metal or a colony in South Africa.
But it’ll all come right in time. Only I ain’t found
anything about warts or furniture in the book as

et.”

b “I.ook the warts up under ‘Antibilious,” ” Mitchell
the painter, suggested. Mitchell was a man who
had bid fair for fame as an artist at one time, only
he could never keep sober for more than a week
at a time.
own, a keen eye for character-study, and Gipsy, with
his dramatic instincts, fairly fascinated him.
“You've got the chance of becoming a great force
here, old man.”

Gipsy growled uneasily. He had a vague feel-
ing that Mitchell had once been a gentleman. He
was a master of phrases, too. But amongst the ten
thousand navvies working there, were many who
could have told lurid life-stories besides Mitchell,
the painter. Dandy, standing by, sneered openly.

“What’s the good on it,” he asked, “when you

can get Reynolds’s every week for a brown? There

ain’t a good rattlin’ bloomin’ murder in all this
volume what Gipsy’s so set up about.”

Gipsy smiled in a superior manner. Dandy eyed
him with disfavour—he seemed to be on a different
plane to his old mate now.

“Canteen’s open,” Mitchell suggested. “Come
along. In the full flush of newly acquired know-
ledge, Gipsy ought to be able to tell us something
about beer. Letter B, all in Volume I of the Com-
pendium.”

“1f you only knew what it was made of,” Gipsy
said in his most superior manner. All the same,
he was moving towards the canteen with the rest.
“There’s a thing called quashyer—" \

“If it was made o’ mud flavoured with rotten

He had a fine, cynical humour of his'

eggs an’ ditch-water,” Dandy said vehemently, “it
‘ud be all the same to me. Beer’s beer. Been fonl
of it all my life, and ain’t going to turn from it for
all the Compendiums as was ever wrote.”

A murmur of applause followed. Gipsy so faf
bent to popular opinion as to take a pint of the
amber fluid himself. Sooth to say, he was a little
tired of the Compendium. It was beginning to dawt
before him that he could not live up to it. For the
last month he and Dandy and, Gammon had not
had one poaching excursion together.

“I don’t want to keep that book to myself,” he
said. “I’'m all for public spirit. I’'m going to tur?
it into a free library—one volume a week, turn an
turn about. The subscription’s a bob, limited to @
’unddred. T'll collect that bob from a 'undred of yot
an __!J :

“Bet you a tanner you don’t collect five of ‘em,’
a sportsman in the background suggested. :

“Them as likes to jine, ’old up your hands,
Gipsy said loftily. : :

There was no headstrong desire to comply with
the request. The Higher Education found no favour
in the camp. Two shillings only were proffere®
both coupled with the suggestion that the coif
should be promptly disbursed by Gipsy in the unt”
versal liquid. But even more enlightened cof”
munities have shown themselves averse to the
blessings of the Free Libraries Act. Gipsy made 2
few scornful remarks, passed in tolerating silenc®

Comparatively early the seeker after knowled2®
left his hut. Mitchell, the painter, accompanied hif
at his request. Dandy openly flouted his old %lly
and companion. Once the Compendium was a thing
of the past, they might join forces again; meaﬂ}
while Dandy avowedly preferred the company ;
Gammon. It was a blow to Gipsy's pride, but 1€
swallowed it.

Mitchell, the painter, was enjoying the comf"dy
in his grave fashion. He had forgotten many thing®
in his fall, but the dry humour of the born cynie
had never failed him. He was laughing at GipsY
consumedly; but the latter was in bland ignoranc®
of the fact. He jerked his thumb hospitably £
wards the spare chair in the (hut and passe the
tobacco. A

“Wishing you hadn’t gone in for the highe
classics ?”” Mitchell suggested. “Tt

“Got it first time,” Gipsy said moodily. o
didn’t sound much at first; but when I comes th
think serious like over that seventeen bob a mof
.. . besides, I got all the books. And now they Vﬂ
sent me three papers that I can’t make head of ta
of. Like to see ’em?” .

Mitchell nodded, and Gipsy produced three Oﬂ
long sheets of dingy paper with the Royal Arms %7
the top. They were vague and depressing 49 g
ments to the uninitiated, but Mitchell had had 10
experience in such matters during his careless 42 4

“What are they all about, mate?” Gipsy ask
anxiously. il

*County-court summons, to begin with,” Mltched
explained. “According to the particulars attachks
to the summons, you signed an order for these bo°
to be delivered as the publishers deemed fit. AS e
didn’t pay on delivery, they have issued this 5%
mons—with costs, £13 9s. 4d.”

Gipsy exploded into a genial laugh. The
in his purse amused him. e

“Go on!” he cried. “Me pay £13 and mne
and fourpence. Hope they’ll get it.” Al

“Hope they will,” Mitchell proceeded tﬂ%‘;ade,

” Glpsy

faith

“You took no notice, and judgment wen
fault.” ;
“Sounds like a bit from the Compendium,

muttered. “Go on.” pich
“So they issued a judgment summons, Wo od
costs you another ten shillings. As you ign a5

that, a committal order was made against yo?éuf’
0

this third notice tells. Order suspended for
teen days, but up to-morrow. You don’t S€€ o
understand, my friend. You ought to have apPe® yf
at Rhayader and explained matters to the 14 ge'e to
this money isn’t paid to-morrow, you will h%: you
go to Brecon Gaol for six weeks. Why didn
tell me before?” an
“What !” Gipsy roared. “An’ this a fre¢ €ggg
try an’ all! Lord! what a fool I've been*
only ’ad the little cove with the slimy ’at "eré I;gno-
Comin’ along and takin’ advantage of a 1)00"(’i ine
rant bloke like myself. An’ thirteen poud
an,_,)
Gipsy pauséd, utterly overcome with the
of this startling discovery. He sat in
kind of way whilst Mitchell expounded
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