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    IT’S a sen—what’s that word you said yesterday? (It was the Steward talking.) Sententious! That’s right. I must remember that one. It is surprising the number of classy words you can collect in one voyage if you keep your ears open. I got ‘urge’ last trip from a Pittsburg lady—it means ‘wanting to do it.’ You get an ‘urge’ to clean, paint and things like that. At least, some people do. Personally speaking, the only ‘urge’ I’ve ever got was to sleep after eating pork pie. Sententious—I’ll jot that down. As I was about to remark, it’s a sententious remark to pass, but if there wasn’t any thieves there would be no thieving.




    There never was a confidence man, a card-sharp or a tale-teller that didn’t get his living by appealing to what I might describe as the criminal instincts of the respectable classes. Studying human beings is a hobby of mine, and a man who does fourteen trips a year across the Atlantic Ocean has all the opportunity he wants for improving his mind in that respect.




    And what I discovered very early in my career was that, except one in a hundred, every man is a dreamer. Women are dreamers too, but they dream practical. It doesn’t matter what kind of a man he is, whether he’s a fat drummer from New York or one of those skinny cotton men from Manchester who complain because there’s only one church service on Sunday and the hymns are too frivolous, they’ve got dreams. You can see the dreamers lying in their chairs, staring across the sea. or leaning over the rail staring down at the gulf weed, or strolling along the promenade deck looking at nothing—all dreaming.




    Sometimes they dream about picking up a wallet of a million dollars, belonging to a hard-hearted swindler, sometimes about taking ten millions from a secret Russian delegate who is going to use the money for corrupting the world—generally speaking, there is something noble about their robbery and the money runs into millions.




    And, mind you, the money they steal in their dreams is always put to a good use. I know one chap (he’s the president of a hardware corporation) who commits his larcency the minute he comes on board and spends the voyage founding orphan asylums. Lew Baker, one of the cleverest get-a-bits that ever travelled the North Atlantic, told me that no con ever robbed an honest man. And that is true. It’s the prospect of getting something for nothing that appeals to people who work ten hours a day to pay the grocer, and the only way to get something for nothing is by thieving—and then you only get it temporary.




    People who read about ocean-going crooks think that the beginning and end of ‘em is card-play. We put up notices in the smoke-room warning passengers that there are card-sharps aboard, but there wouldn’t be room on the smoke-room walls to give particulars of all the queer swindles that are worked between port and port.




    The card-men, to my mind, are straight-away grafters who work hard for their living and are entitled to a certain amount of respect. They are workmen pure and simple, and if they catch you, why, there’s nothing to it but the loss of your foolish money. You can avoid them and they’ll give you no trouble if you say ‘no.’ The people that are really dangerous are what our old skipper used to call ‘the Blooming Aloes.’ From all accounts, the aloe is a plant or vegetable that only breaks into flower once in a hundred years.




    There are two or three crowds that work the world, and you see them on the western ocean once in a blue moon. As a rule they prefer the long trips—Southampton to Durban. Durban to Bombay, Bombay to Sydney, Sydney to San Francisco, Vancouver to Japan. They have time to get acquainted with passengers, and when they make a kill there’s money to it. They’re patient and sensible. I’ve heard of one crowd that went twice round the world and never touched a cent—they could have made hundreds, but that kind isn’t after hundreds.




    The only gang I ever saw was the one run by Connie Barthurst—they travelled with me once on the western trip—‘John P Mortimer, Miss Mortimer and servant’—and I shouldn’t have known anything about them if it hadn’t been for the fact that my opposite number was a fellow FMwho used to be a steward on the Orient route and spotted them.
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