
'FAILURE'  by Billy Mills

He wore a red sash and one of those knitted caps that sailors used to wear, with a tassel.  His 
hands were horney, as sailor-men’s are.  From his clear brown skin, his roving black eyes, and his 
light springy walk, you would have thought him but a boy.  The gold rings in his ears were the gift, 
he told me, of the Emperor of Ceylon.  I knew, then, that this was none other than the famous 
sailor Sinbad. 

For many years I had wished to meet this man and to question him; above all, I wished him to tell 
me of his meeting and struggle with the old man of the sea.  And when I had heard his story, I 
pondered on it. 

This old man, it seems, is really no man, but a devil, which lies in wait for every sailor who sails the 
sea.  I cannot recall his name in the Persian tongue but the meaning of it, translated, is our word 
“Failure”.  His method of attack is to wait until his victim has passed him by and then to spring on 
his back from behind.  Once his arms have made fast their grip, it is indeed a terrible task to shake 
him off. 

Sinbad, to tell the truth, was in utter despair until he found a calabash, full of red wine.  In the 
moment of his delight, he completely forgot the old man’s existence and, as he drank, gradually he 
came to realise that his tormentor had lost all weight and all power to annoy.  At this discovery, he 
began to dance with joy and old Failure, in his rage and mortification, relaxed his grip and fell to 
the ground.  Sinbad acted as any sensible man would, under the circumstances; he picked up a 
large stoner, took careful aim and dashed out the old man’s brains.  

As we live, we must meet Failure again and again; and unless we can gain a true philosophic 
conception of his insignificance, he will cling round our necks all our lives and strangle us, as he has 
strangled many a poor sailor before us. 

Today, especially, the sea is stormy and the clouds are lowering.  None of us can know what we 
may be called upon to face, either during the war or in the hard time to follow.  But whether as 
individuals, as a class, or even as a nation, we must be prepared to face with courage, and in the 
spirit of sportsmen, failures which may be great or small, but which will all be bitter.  While we are 
yet young, then, (and he is very old, as old as the world itself) let us drink deep of the wine of good 
hope and kill past failure with the great stone of present effort.  It was for effort that we were sent 
into the world.  It is the effort itself that counts, and will count, whether the result be success or 
failure; and if it is certain failure that we must face, all the finer and the more worthy the effort. 

The Serbians have a proverb, “no true effort is ever wasted” and it is worthy of them.  Assuredly, 
the effort is never wasted, in all time, though the success or failure of it may vanish in a night. 

Let us drink deep of this knowledge, as of good red wine from a calabash.  Then we shall be able to 
put Failure in his place, as a minor incident in the course of our lives.  And the sooner we put him 
in his place, and keep him there, the better for our inward happiness.  There are few finer things 
than a gallant failure; such a failure is no failure at all, but true success. 

The above was the winning entry in 1915 for the Warden and Fellows prize for English Essay at 
Winchester College won by a scholar, W.R.G Mills (“Billy”, aged 17).  He won the senior classical 
scholarship to Christ Church, Oxford.  He never lived to take it up.  He was killed in the Ypres front line on 
16th February 1917, aged just 20. 


