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In the midst of his transports came an officer into the room, followed by the abbe, and a file of musketeers. “There,” said he, “are the two suspected foreigners.” At the same time he ordered them to be seized and carried to prison. “Travelers are not treated in this manner in the country of El Dorado,” said Candide.


 


—from Candide, by Voltaire
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INTRODUCTION:
MARK TWAIN’S
OWN LETTERS FROM
THE EARTH


 


In the fall of 1995, I went to the White House with three close friends to pitch an idea to the Clinton administration’s White House social secretary, Ann Stock. We came to propose a new award recognizing the role of humor in our nation’s life. The glut of national awards for novelists, biographers, great moviemakers, architects, economists, relief pitchers, and defensive linemen could leave one with the impression that nearly everyone in public life spends their evenings in tuxedos and designer dresses handing out or tearfully accepting statuettes. But where was the national recognition for those who helped to lighten our spirits in times of scandal, fear, and a tanking stock market? Where was our Pulitzer Prize for comedy?


There was none, which was why we went to the White House to propose such an award: an all-star tribute to George Burns, who was about to celebrate his hundredth birthday.


“What will you call it?” Ann asked.


It was a no-brainer really. How could you not call it the Mark Twain Prize? Everyone likes Twain. At the height of the Cold War, even the Russians and the Red Chinese liked Twain. Just say the words “Mark Twain Prize” out loud—it sounds like an award that has been around forever.


“Sold!” Ann said. But neither she nor we had counted on Grand Inquisitor Ken Starr and his obsessive (and ultimately fruitless) pursuit of alleged Whitewater misdoings. The Clinton White House did not think that involving itself in the world of comedy and unpredictably opinionated comedians made for good politics in the upcoming election year.


We feared that our surefire idea was dying on the vine. But then Ann left the scandal-beset West Wing and took a job at the Kennedy Center. She had not forgotten our idea and arranged a meeting for us with the center’s senior staff.


Our pitch took about a minute: Humor is popular. You need more humor in Washington. Pretty much everyone in America likes our great comics. So let’s have an award, invite a lot of funny people, and call it the Kennedy Center Mark Twain Prize for American Humor.


“Sold!” they said.


By that point, George Burns had departed the scene (he died in March 1996), but the Mark Twain Prize lived on, going that first year to the brilliant—and gravely ill—Richard Pryor. It was a ribald and rousing evening of comedy; “the funniest night ever in Washington, D.C.,” many said, perhaps as much a recognition of the low bar for humor in our nation’s capital as it was a tribute to our show.


Nonetheless, the idea stuck. The Mark Twain Prize is now in its twelfth year and has been presented to Pryor, Carl Reiner, Jonathan Winters, Bob Newhart, Whoopi Goldberg, Lily Tomlin, Lorne Michaels, Neil Simon, Steve Martin, Billy Crystal, posthumously to George Carlin in 2008, and to Bill Cosby in 2009.


Not only is Twain’s legacy the inspiration for the award, but it has been part of the ceremony every year. Alluding to Richard Pryor’s near-fatal free-basing accident in year one, presenter Robin Williams recalled it was Twain who said, “The source of humor itself is not joy but sorrow.” In explaining why a gloves-off antiwar sketch had been cut from a Lily Tomlin network special in the 1970s, playwright Eve Ensler observed that Twain also received a thumbs-down from “the suits” at his publishers when he submitted his scathing antijingoist poem “War Prayer.” Just six weeks after 9/11, Whoopi Goldberg travelled to a still-numb Washington to accept the Twain Prize and recalled that it was Twain who first remarked, “Against the assault of laughter, nothing can stand.”


So that’s how the Twain Prize was born, which explains how I, as one of its creators, have come to be asked to survey and select from Mark Twain’s writings on travel. Apart from being exceptionally good at travel writing, Twain was also among the first modern travel writers. Before him, there really was no such creature as the casual American traveler or anything we would recognize as modern travel writing in the American vein. This is not to say that Twain single-handedly and consciously created a new form of literature. It is much closer to the truth to say that he was a peerless observer of his fellow humans and that he happened to come of age just at the time that the steamboat and railroad made it relatively easy for someone struck with a will-o’-the-wisp to light out for a pleasure trip to a distant place.


In earlier times, those who wrote of their travels were more likely to be cast from the Marco Polo mold of intrepid adventurers whose memoirs were a mixture of fact interlaced with fable whenever things got boring. It made for a good read, and if you were stuck for a colorful idea, you could pretty much say what you wanted because who was going to fact-check you anyway? Alexander the Great’s horse was actually a unicorn? There was a warrior king in the Ethiopian outback, still very much alive, who had once dined with St. John the Evangelist? Apparently, all it took for such “facts” to enter the historical record was that some sunstruck monk had sworn them to be true.


There were so few sources to verify or disprove the wildest reports and the tallest tales that merely having traveled qualified anyone to write anything without fear of contradiction. In those olden times, travel to foreign lands required a major commitment. Itineraries of a few months, such as the ones Twain undertook when he set out for Hawaii in 1866 or his grand tour of Europe and the Holy Land in 1867, would have taken years to complete. Where the medieval pilgrim or the Renaissance merchant might have encountered kidnappers, slavers, cannibals, and cutthroats along the way, Twain’s traveling contemporaries often risked nothing worse than indigestion or an ill-informed tour guide.


By Twain’s time, travel and travel writing had passed from the province of adventurers and explorers and had acquired the character of amusing and interesting everyday letters to one’s friends and family. As Twain observed in A Tramp Abroad:




Seventy or eighty years ago Napoleon was the only man in Europe who could really be called a traveler; he was the only man who had devoted his attention to it and taken a powerful interest in it; he was the only man who had traveled extensively; but now everybody goes everywhere; and Switzerland, and many other regions which were unvisited and unknown remotenesses a hundred years ago, are in our days a buzzing hive of restless strangers every summer.





Technological advances that made travel less rigorous and more affordable—the steamboat, its ocean-going brother the steamship, and the railroad—all occurred around the time of Twain’s birth in 1835. In the next thirty years, tracks were laid across the continents, ocean travel became an affair of weeks rather than months and years, and communications, following the invention of the telegraph, became nearly instantaneous. In such a world, shrunk more in those few decades than in the previous ten thousand years, facts were checkable, tall tales were easily cut down to size, and a traveler could pretty much get from anywhere to anywhere else.


Before Twain the man, gave us his travel writing, Clemens the boy looked on in wonderment as the watery highway of the Mississippi flowed past his ramshackle boyhood hometown, Hannibal, Missouri. To us, Hannibal has come to signify small-town America in the years when our national character—full of hope, not entirely trusting of outsiders, and eager for new experiences—was being born. To Twain, though, it was a small, circumscribed place, somewhere to leave just as soon as he could. The river called to him, stirred his soul, and eventually became the highway that transformed the spirit of young hayseed Sam Clemens into the clear, penetrating, guileless voice of Mark Twain.


The picture that Twain paints of that little town and his youthful spirit in Life on the Mississippi is so vital and full of excitement that the reader can believe for just a moment that he or she, too, is a young boy stuck in Nowheresville, when, with the booming blast of a ship’s claxon, a steamboat arrives, serving up a glimpse of all the romance, riches, and adventures the wider world has to offer. Little Hannibal and its young inhabitants are awakened from their provincial slumber, if only for a few minutes. The feeling of wonder Twain conveys reminds me of nothing so much as Richard Dreyfuss’s character when he sees the aliens walk down the gangplank from their spacecraft in Close Encounters of the Third Kind. “Take me with you!” his eyes seem to beg. If you want to understand what Mark Twain felt, consider his words as he relives those moments when the steamboat came to town:




After all these years, I can picture that old time to myself now, just as it was then: the white town drowsing in the sunshine of a summer’s morning; the streets empty, or pretty nearly so; one or two clerks sitting in front of the Water Street stores, with their splint-bottomed chairs tilted back against the wall, chins on breasts, hats slouched over their faces, asleep—with shingle-shavings enough around to show what broke them down; a sow and a litter of pigs loafing along the sidewalk, doing a good business in watermelon rinds and seeds; two or three lonely little freight piles scattered about the “levee,” a pile of “skids’” on the slope of the stone-paved wharf, and the fragrant town drunkard asleep in the shadow of them; two or three wood flats at the head of the wharf, but nobody to listen to the peaceful lapping of the wavelets against them; the great Mississippi, the majestic, the magnificent Mississippi, rolling its mile-wide tide along, shining in the sun; the dense forest away on the other side; the “point” above the town, and the “point” below, bounding the river-glimpse and turning it into a sort of sea, and withal a very still and brilliant and lonely one. Presently a film of dark smoke appears above one of those remote “points,” instantly a negro drayman, famous for his quick eye and prodigious voice, lifts up the cry, “S-t-e-a-m-boat a-comin’!” and the scene changes! The town drunkard stirs, the clerks wake up, a furious clatter of drays follows, every house and store pours out a human contribution, and all in a twinkling the dead town is alive and moving. Drays, carts, men, boys, all go hurrying from many quarters to a common center, the wharf. Assembled there, the people fasten their eyes upon the coming boat as upon a wonder they are seeing for the first time. And the boat is rather a handsome sight, too. She is long and sharp and trim and pretty; she has two tall, fancy-topped chimneys, with a gilded device of some kind swung between them; a fanciful pilot-house, a glass and “gingerbread,” perched on top of the “texas” deck behind them; the paddle-boxes are gorgeous with a picture or with gilded rays above the boat’s name; the boiler deck, the hurricane deck, and the texas deck are fenced and ornamented with clean white railings; there is a flag gallantly flying from the jack-staff; the furnace doors are open and the fires glaring bravely; the upper decks are black with passengers; the captain stands by the big bell, calm, imposing, the envy of all; great volumes of the blackest smoke are rolling and tumbling out of the chimneys—a husbanded grandeur created with a bit of pitch pine just before arriving at a town; the crew are grouped on the forecastle; the broad stage is run far out over the port bow, and an envied deckhand stands picturesquely on the end of it with a coil of rope in his hand; the pent steam is screaming through the gauge-cocks, the captain lifts his hand, a bell rings, the wheels stop; then they turn back, churning the water to foam, and the steamer is at rest. Then such a scramble as there is to get aboard, and to get ashore, and to take in freight and to discharge freight, all at one and the same time; and such a yelling and cursing as the mates facilitate it all with! Ten minutes later the steamer is under way again, with no flag on the jack-staff and no black smoke issuing from the chimneys. After ten more minutes the town is dead again, and the town drunkard asleep by the skids once more.





When Twain was seventeen years old, he left Hannibal, but to the extent that each of us is inescapably a product of a time and a place, Hannibal never left him. As shrewd as Huck, as friendly as Tom, Twain sized up new places and new experiences as carefully and as skeptically as the pennywise dry-goods merchant in Hannibal might have done as he felt the heft of a bolt of bombazine on offer from a fast-talking riverboat peddler.


Twain drifted into writing, as many do, because, to quote Clark Gable’s character in The Misfits when asked why he put up with the punishing profession of capturing wild horses, “It beats wages.” His early pieces are interesting, if only because they offer a glimmer of the writer he was to become. Had his output stopped after a few years of these occasional reports on his travels for small-town papers, it’s likely no one would have long remembered Mark Twain. In fact, he wasn’t even called Mark Twain at that time. His early writings either appeared under his own name, Samuel Clemens, or bore such fanciful bylines as Adrastus W. Epaminondas Perkins and Thomas Jefferson Snodgrass. It was under this last nom de plume that he published his first travel piece in the Keokuk Iowa Daily Post in 1856 (“Goin’ to the Theater in the Big City”). Adopting the voice of the rube, which he would later perfect and add depth to with Huck Finn, he described a visit to the theater in St. Louis in a pitch-perfect example of a deadpan bumpkin humbling the sophisticates.


Though Twain wouldn’t adopt his pen name until 1864, the transformation of Sam Clemens into Mark Twain began in the four years he spent as a river pilot on the Mississippi, from 1857 to 1861. This was his university among the travelers and traders, the carousers and hard-bitten crewmen, the colorful men and women of the river towns. Getting out on the river, literally into the flow of a larger world, was nothing short of transformational for the small-town boy; he wrote this:




I became a new being, and the subject of my own admiration. I was a traveler! A word never had tasted so good in my mouth before. I had an exultant sense of being bound for mysterious lands and distant climes which I never have felt in so uplifting a degree since. I was in such a glorified condition that all ignoble feelings departed out of me, and I was able to look down and pity the untraveled with a compassion that had hardly a trace of contempt in it.





You see this same sense of enthusiasm in the letters that he sent back to his family during his riverboat days. They also reveal an increasingly confident writer and perspicacious observer of places and people. For example, there is an 1859 letter that he sent to his sister from New Orleans (see page 14). Even at this early date, it shows all the depth of observation and curiosity that would come to characterize Twain’s travel writing for the rest of his life. It’s not the breezy insouciance of Innocents Abroad quite yet, but it is very good. Think “I Want to Hold Your Hand” with the promise but not yet the polish of Sgt. Pepper’s.


The Civil War destroyed commerce on the Mississippi and abruptly ended Sam Clemens’s riverboat career. It was a small setback for river boating and a huge boon for American literature that Clemens headed west, following his brother Orion, who took up a federal post in Nevada. The milieu of instant-millionaire miners (and equally instantly destitute ones), dance-hall girls, gun-toting desperadoes, and blowhard politicos made for a colorful cast of characters in the stories Clemens began to file for the Virginia City Territorial Enterprise. Though these pieces were conceived as newspaper stories and not pure travel writing, Clemens had begun his career of reporting on new places, new people, and new experiences. Read today, these dispatches today, they are as much a window into far-off places as are his writings from Florence and Jerusalem.


Much of this material, along with his subsequent work for the Sacramento Union, would appear later in Roughing It, which, although it covers his early experiences in the West, was first published in 1872. Twain had originally organized the material as a lecture. So, rather than heavily excerpting that book, as most collections of his work do, I thought readers would like to see one of the two existing transcriptions of the actual lecture. After flipping a coin, I settled on the one that appeared in the (Lansing Michigan) State Republican in 1871 (see page 31).


Another piece that drew on his experience in the West is the flat-out comedic “The Killing of Julius Caesar Localized” (see page 48). It presents Caesar’s assassination as it might have appeared had Twain reported on it for the Virginia City paper. Apart from the fun of it, I think it sheds a light on one of Twain’s gifts as a travel reporter: Wherever he went, he could relate events to the everyday experiences of his American readers, always driving home the more general theme that there are scalawags, charlatans, and miscreants everywhere.


By 1866, West Coast newspaper editors knew they could rely on Twain for a steady output of entertaining writing. The Sacramento Union agreed to foot the bill for a trip to Hawaii; in return, they received twenty-six columns. More important for our story, he used his columns as a basis for his first public lecture. At that event, in San Francisco on October 2, Twain expected at best a half-filled auditorium, mostly the result of papering the seats with friends and friends of friends. Instead, it was a sell-out crowd.


Flush with success, he added sixteen dates to his lecture tour, and it was at this time that the familiar Mark Twain persona took form—perspicacious, outrageous, flamboyant. In an era when there was no TV and no radio (no recorded anything), public lecturing was big-time showbiz. Twain, an authentic, unbamboozled, funny American truthteller was a bracing and entertaining tonic for a nation seeking to move past the legacy of death and destruction wrought by the Civil War.


From this point on, Twain realized that anytime he needed some extra cash, he could write about and talk about travel. The high-paying banquet circuit was hungry for good speakers, and Twain was the best. His observations on New York, Boston, Philadelphia, and other American locales (often delivered as after-dinner speeches) are as full of fun and brio as anything that appeared in his more famous travel books. Though he was writing about New York for the California Alta in 1867 (see page 78), his shrewd observations on city life could have been penned yesterday:




The old, genuine, traveled, cultivated, pedigreed aristocracy of New York, stand stunned and helpless under the new order of things. They find themselves supplanted by upstart princes of Shoddy, vulgar and with unknown grandfathers. The incomes, which were something for the common herd to gape at and gossip about once, are mere livelihoods now—would not pay Shoddy’s house-rent. They move into remote new streets up town, and talk feelingly of the crash which is to come when the props are knocked from under this flimsy edifice of prosperity.





On the heels of his triumph as a lecturer, Twain, bankrolled by the California Alta, signed on as correspondent with a group traveling to Europe and the Holy Land on an oceangoing paddle wheeler, The Quaker City. If it seems odd that a tour of the Holy Land was tacked on to the end of a fun European jaunt, I suspect the reason is that Americans back then still saw themselves as a puritanical people, distrustful of pleasure for pleasure’s sake. The idea of traveling simply for enjoyment was morally ambiguous. The high-minded bona fides for this trip were secured when it was announced that abolitionist Henry Ward Beecher was to be among the party. Although he eventually bailed out, visiting the actual places where the famous scenes of the Bible transpired was thought to be ennobling enough to ensure that the trip would be justified as a sort of religious pilgrimage.


In his accounts of this visit to the Old World, Twain is simultaneously awestruck, like the young boy in Hannibal entranced by the approach of a smoke-puffing paddle wheeler, and eager to cut through the fawning reverence of pomp and majesty with which his compatriots deferred to Europe. He cleverly damns with excessive praise, using descriptions as gushing as the most effusive travel agency brochure, whether depicting the wonders of Versailles in The Innocents Abroad (see page 295) or portraying St. Paul’s Cathedral in a fictionalized guidebook that appears in his unpublished English Journals (see page 180). Likewise, no one but Twain could have taken the tragedy of Heloise and Abelard and reduced it to a sitcom domestic mishap, as he did in The Innocents Abroad (see page 298), which was his first best seller and the product of his Quaker City trip.


Though The Innocents Abroad was the first work exploring Twain’s concurrently rapt and sardonic view of Europe, its mores, and its languages, it wasn’t his last. As a writer—that is, someone who made his living through the use of language—he was both fascinated and confounded by the infernal goulash of European languages, and he took every opportunity to let his readers know it both in this book and through the rest of his work: See Italian without a Master (page 308) and The Awful German Language (page 203), where he wrote, “My philological studies have satisfied me that a gifted person ought to learn English (barring spelling and pronouncing) in thirty hours, French in thirty days, and German in thirty years. It seems manifest, then, that the latter tongue ought to be trimmed down and repaired. If it is to remain as it is, it ought to be gently and reverently set aside among the dead languages, for only the dead have time to learn it.”


While Twain loved the art, the history, and the culture of Europe, he was loath to risk being confused with his Euro-worshipping countrymen, who were, as he was, among the first generation of middle-class tourists. Nowhere did he demonstrate this contrast more fully than in “The American Vandal Abroad” (see page 173), a speech retrieved by one of his biographers, Albert Bigelow Paine.


On the one hand, Twain presents, and eviscerates, the kind of boob who pinballs from monument to monument and from Titian to Tintoretto, as if he were checking off bird sightings on a nature walk, rarely stopping to experience what it is he is seeing:




The Vandal goes to see the ancient and most celebrated painting in the world, The Last Supper. We all know it in engravings: the disciples all sitting on one side of a long, plain table and Christ with bowed head in the center—all the last suppers in the world are copied from this painting. It is so damaged now, by the wear and tear of three hundred years, that the figures can hardly be distinguished. The Vandal goes to see this picture—which all the world praises—looks at it with a critical eye, and says it’s a perfect old nightmare of a picture and he wouldn’t give forty dollars for a million like it (and I indorse his opinion), and then he is done with Milan.





On the other hand, just a few pages later, Twain gives us an appreciation of the beauty of Venice that is as wondrous and lyrical as anything written by John Ruskin:




[U]nder the mellow moonlight the Venice of poetry and romance stood revealed. Right from the water’s edge rose palaces of marble; gondolas were gliding swiftly hither and thither and disappearing suddenly through unsuspected gates and alleys; ponderous stone bridges threw their shadows athwart the glittering waves. There were life and motion everywhere, and yet everywhere there was a hush, a stealthy sort of stillness, that was suggestive of secret enterprises of bravos and of lovers; and clad half in moonbeams and half in mysterious shadows, the grim old mansions of the republic seemed to have an expression about them of having an eye out for just such enterprises as these. At that same moment music came stealing over the waters—Venice was complete.





Contrast this with his descriptions of the Holy Land. In reading his reports, one feels that Twain regarded that part of his trip the way a twelve-year-old boy might receive the news that, instead of playing baseball on a hot summer day, he would have to put on an itchy suit to attend a Sunday school lecture on the evils of tobacco and alcohol. A perfect example is Twain’s reporting on a visit to the Sea of Galilee (see page 351):




If these unpeopled deserts, these rusty mounds of barrenness, that never, never, never do shake the glare from their harsh outlines, and fade and faint into vague perspective; that melancholy ruin of Capernaum; this stupid village of Tiberias, slumbering under its six funereal plumes of palms; yonder desolate declivity where the swine of the miracle ran down into the sea, and doubtless thought it was better to swallow a devil or two and get drowned into the bargain than have to live longer in such a place; this cloudless, blistering sky; this solemn, sailless, tintless lake, reposing within its rim of yellow hills and low, steep banks, and looking just as expressionless and unpoetical (when we leave its sublime history out of the question) as any metropolitan reservoir in Christendom—if these things are not food for rock me to sleep, mother, none exist, I think.





With the publication of Innocents Abroad in 1869, followed by that of its prequel, Roughing It, in 1872, Twain’s repertoire of travel writing reached its pinnacle. He was, by turns, the mistrustful Yank, the lyrical vagabond, the lover of art, the hater of art lovers, the humanist, the misanthrope. He would produce two more pure travel books—A Tramp Abroad (1880) and Following the Equator (1897)—which have Twain the traveler at his best but also, for long stretches, Twain the writer at his less than greatest. Lengthy passages in both books are quoted directly from tour books and local legends, and while they up the page count, they add little to the books.


A Tramp Abroad, some observers have suggested, was occasioned by Twain’s desire to get out of America for a while after what he felt was the most disastrous public appearance of his life, a speech on the occasion of John Greenleaf Whittier’s seventieth birthday. William Dean Howells was there, as were Ralph Waldo Emerson and, of course, Whittier. Twain had no idea that it was such a serious event and essentially winged it, mocking the Eastern literary establishment. It was, by all accounts, a total bomb and a great embarrassment. In its aftermath, Twain decided to take the family to Europe, financing the trip with another book. Although he was clearly out of sorts, and even downright grumpy, the real and brilliant Twain could not help but shine through as well. His nonascent of the Matterhorn (see page 246) reads like a Europeanized version of his trip to Lake Tahoe in Roughing It: lyrical, personal, big in scope, yet full of carefully chosen detail. Likewise, the journey described in “Rafting Down the Neckar,” in A Tramp Abroad (see page 255), in its bold outlines, could have been written by any number of people, but not with the same feel for the rhythms of a riverscape and the variety of people and places that the author of Huckleberry Finn and Life on the Mississippi brought to such a journey.


Following the Equator, like the companion lecture tour that financed his around-the-world travels to Australia, India, and Africa, was written to help him climb out of the mountain of debt into which he had fallen as a result of his ruinous investment in a supposedly revolutionary printing technology. Added to that was the devastating loss of his daughter Susie in 1896 as he was about to start writing the book. Doing the only thing that he knew how to do to preserve his sanity, he soldiered through a manuscript that he described as having been written “in hell” but which he hoped came off as an “excursion through heaven.” It is neither, but, even in this desperately written volume, the curious world traveler comes through. The tragic yet comic story of Australia’s aborigines, “The Weet-Weet” (see page 163), is the work of a man familiar with racial injustice but at the same time not blind to the foibles of all races.


This collection concludes with a section of whimsical pieces. “Captain Stormfield’s Visit to Heaven” is as fanciful as the travels of Swift’s Gulliver (with a bit of Baron Munchausen thrown in). “Letters from the Earth,” the putative reports on humanity sent back from heavenly messenger Lucifer (before he was excused from archangeldom), reminds me in its fierce deadpan of Voltaire’s The Huron, where a Native American “savage” writes about his encounter with “civilized” Europe. And speaking of savages, you will never find more droll barbarism than “Cannibalism in the Cars,” where, day after day, a railway car full of congressmen debate which of their number would make the more appropriate meal for the rest of the snowbound group.


When my grandpa Jan, who was a printer and poet by trade, died, my brother Don placed a copy of Letters from the Earth in his grave. We are not a religious family, and in our home, the collected works of Mark Twain—a faux calfskin set popular in workingmen’s libraries of the 1930s—occupied the place on our bookshelves that is reserved for Scripture in others. Grandpa loved Twain for his humanism and for his blasphemous irreverence. We wouldn’t have had the one without the other. I trust, and hope, you will find both between the covers of this book.


 


—PETER KAMINSKY
Brooklyn
January 2009
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The Lure of the River


FROM Life on the Mississippi, CHAPTER XXX


 


One cannot see too many summer sunrises on the Mississippi. They are enchanting. First, there is the eloquence of silence; for a deep hush broods everywhere. Next, there is the haunting sense of loneliness, isolation, remoteness from the worry and bustle of the world. The dawn creeps in stealthily; the solid walls of black forest soften to gray, and vast stretches of the river open up and reveal themselves; the water is glass-smooth, gives off spectral little wreaths of white mist, there is not the faintest breath of wind, nor stir of leaf; the tranquility is profound and infinitely satisfying. Then a bird pipes up, another follows, and soon the pipings develop into a jubilant riot of music. You see none of the birds; you simply move through an atmosphere of song which seems to sing itself. When the light has become a little stronger, you have one of the fairest and softest pictures imaginable. You have the intense green of the massed and crowded foliage near by; you see it paling shade by shade in front of you; upon the next projecting cape, a mile off or more, the tint has lightened to the tender young green of spring; the cape beyond that one has almost lost color, and the furthest one, miles away under the horizon, sleeps upon the water a mere dim vapor, and hardly separable from the sky above it and about it. And all this stretch of river is a mirror, and you have the shadowy reflections of the leafage and the curving shores and the receding capes pictured in it. Well, that is all beautiful; soft and rich and beautiful; and when the sun gets well up, and distributes a pink flush here and a powder of gold yonder and a purple haze where it will yield the best effect, you grant that you have seen something that is worth remembering.














More River Thoughts


FROM Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, CHAPTER XIX


 


The first thing to see, looking away over the water, was a kind of dull line—that was the woods on t’other side; you couldn’t make nothing else out; then a pale place in the sky; then more paleness spreading around; then the river softened up away off, and warn’t black any more, but gray; you could see little dark spots drifting along ever so far away—trading scows, and such things; and long black streaks—rafts; sometimes you could hear a sweep screaking; or jumbled up voices, it was so still, and sounds come so far; and by and by you could see a streak on the water which you know by the look of the streak that there’s a snag there in a swift current which breaks on it and makes that streak look that way; and you see the mist curl up off of the water, and the east reddens up, and the river, and you make out a log-cabin in the edge of the woods, away on the bank on t’other side of the river, being a woodyard, likely, and piled by them cheats so you can throw a dog through it anywheres; then the nice breeze springs up, and comes fanning you from over there, so cool and fresh and sweet to smell on account of the woods and the flowers; but sometimes not that way, because they’ve left dead fish laying around, gars and such, and they do get pretty rank; and next you’ve got the full day, and everything smiling in the sun, and the song-birds just going it!














Steam Boat Magic and
a Small Town Boy


FROM Life on the Mississippi, CHAPTER IV


 


When I was a boy, there was but one permanent ambition among my comrades in our village on the west bank of the Mississippi River. That was, to be a steamboatman. We had transient ambitions of other sorts, but they were only transient. When a circus came and went, it left us all burning to become clowns; the first negro minstrel show that came to our section left us all suffering to try that kind of life; now and then we had a hope that if we lived and were good, God would permit us to be pirates. These ambitions faded out, each in its turn; but the ambition to be a steamboatman always remained.


. . . After all these years I can picture that old time to myself now, just as it was then: the white town drowsing in the sunshine of a summer’s morning; the streets empty, or pretty nearly so; one or two clerks sitting in front of the Water Street stores, with their splint-bottomed chairs tilted back against the wall, chins on breasts, hats slouched over their faces, asleep—with shingle-shavings enough around to show what broke them down; a sow and a litter of pigs loafing along the sidewalk, doing a good business in watermelon rinds and seeds; two or three lonely little freight piles scattered about the “levee”; a pile of “skids” on the slope of the stone-paved wharf, and the fragrant town drunkard asleep in the shadow of them; two or three wood flats at the head of the wharf, but nobody to listen to the peaceful lapping of the wavelets against them; the great Mississippi, the majestic, the magnificent Mississippi, rolling its mile-wide tide along, shining in the sun; the dense forest away on the other side; the “point” above the town, and the “point” below, bounding the river-glimpse and turning it into a sort of sea, and withal a very still and brilliant and lonely one. Presently a film of dark smoke appears above one of those remote “points”; instantly a negro drayman, famous for his quick eye and prodigious voice, lifts up the cry, “S-t-e-a-m-boat a-comin’!” and the scene changes! The town drunkard stirs, the clerks wake up, a furious clatter of drays follows, every house and store pours out a human contribution, and all in a twinkling the dead town is alive and moving. Drays, carts, men, boys, all go hurrying from many quarters to a common center, the wharf. Assembled there, the people fasten their eyes upon the coming boat as upon a wonder they are seeing for the first time. And the boat IS rather a handsome sight, too. She is long and sharp and trim and pretty; she has two tall, fancy-topped chimneys, with a gilded device of some kind swung between them; a fanciful pilot-house, a glass and “gingerbread,” perched on top of the “texas” deck behind them; the paddle-boxes are gorgeous with a picture or with gilded rays above the boat’s name; the boiler deck, the hurricane deck, and the texas deck are fenced and ornamented with clean white railings; there is a flag gallantly flying from the jack-staff; the furnace doors are open and the fires glaring bravely; the upper decks are black with passengers; the captain stands by the big bell, calm, imposing, the envy of all; great volumes of the blackest smoke are rolling and tumbling out of the chimneys—a husbanded grandeur created with a bit of pitch pine just before arriving at a town; the crew are grouped on the forecastle; the broad stage is run far out over the port bow, and an envied deckhand stands picturesquely on the end of it with a coil of rope in his hand; the pent steam is screaming through the gauge-cocks, the captain lifts his hand, a bell rings, the wheels stop; then they turn back, churning the water to foam, and the steamer is at rest. Then such a scramble as there is to get aboard, and to get ashore, and to take in freight and to discharge freight, all at one and the same time; and such a yelling and cursing as the mates facilitate it all with! Ten minutes later the steamer is under way again, with no flag on the jack-staff and no black smoke issuing from the chimneys. After ten more minutes the town is dead again, and the town drunkard asleep by the skids once more.














The Face of the Water


FROM Life on the Mississippi, CHAPTER IX


 


The face of the water, in time, became a wonderful book—a book that was a dead language to the uneducated passenger, but which told its mind to me without reserve, delivering its most cherished secrets as clearly as if it uttered them with a voice. And it was not a book to be read once and thrown aside, for it had a new story to tell every day. Throughout the long twelve hundred miles there was never a page that was void of interest, never one that you could leave unread without loss, never one that you would want to skip, thinking you could find higher enjoyment in some other thing. There never was so wonderful a book written by man; never one whose interest was so absorbing, so unflagging, so sparkingly renewed with every reperusal. The passenger who could not read it was charmed with a peculiar sort of faint dimple on its surface (on the rare occasions when he did not overlook it altogether); but to the pilot that was an italicized passage; indeed, it was more than that, it was a legend of the largest capitals, with a string of shouting exclamation points at the end of it; for it meant that a wreck or a rock was buried there that could tear the life out of the strongest vessel that ever floated. It is the faintest and simplest expression the water ever makes, and the most hideous to a pilot’s eye. In truth, the passenger who could not read this book saw nothing but all manner of pretty pictures in it painted by the sun and shaded by the clouds, whereas to the trained eye these were not pictures at all, but the grimmest and most dead-earnest of reading-matter.


Now when I had mastered the language of this water and had come to know every trifling feature that bordered the great river as familiarly as I knew the letters of the alphabet, I had made a valuable acquisition. But I had lost something, too. I had lost something which could never be restored to me while I lived. All the grace, the beauty, the poetry had gone out of the majestic river! I still keep in mind a certain wonderful sunset which I witnessed when steamboating was new to me. A broad expanse of the river was turned to blood; in the middle distance the red hue brightened into gold, through which a solitary log came floating, black and conspicuous; in one place a long, slanting mark lay sparkling upon the water; in another the surface was broken by boiling, tumbling rings, that were as many-tinted as an opal; where the ruddy flush was faintest, was a smooth spot that was covered with graceful circles and radiating lines, ever so delicately traced; the shore on our left was densely wooded, and the somber shadow that fell from this forest was broken in one place by a long, ruffled trail that shone like silver; and high above the forest wall a clean-stemmed dead tree waved a single leafy bough that glowed like a flame in the unobstructed splendor that was flowing from the sun. There were graceful curves, reflected images, woody heights, soft distances; and over the whole scene, far and near, the dissolving lights drifted steadily, enriching it, every passing moment, with new marvels of coloring.


I stood like one bewitched. I drank it in, in a speechless rapture. The world was new to me, and I had never seen anything like this at home. But as I have said, a day came when I began to cease from noting the glories and the charms which the moon and the sun and the twilight wrought upon the river’s face; another day came when I ceased altogether to note them. Then, if that sunset scene had been repeated, I should have looked upon it without rapture, and should have commented upon it, inwardly, after this fashion: This sun means that we are going to have wind to-morrow; that floating log means that the river is rising, small thanks to it; that slanting mark on the water refers to a bluff reef which is going to kill somebody’s steamboat one of these nights, if it keeps on stretching out like that; those tumbling “boils” show a dissolving bar and a changing channel there; the lines and circles in the slick water over yonder are a warning that that troublesome place is shoaling up dangerously; that silver streak in the shadow of the forest is the “break” from a new snag, and he has located himself in the very best place he could have found to fish for steamboats; that tall dead tree, with a single living branch, is not going to last long, and then how is a body ever going to get through this blind place at night without the friendly old landmark.


No, the romance and the beauty were all gone from the river. All the value any feature of it had for me now was the amount of usefulness it could furnish toward compassing the safe piloting of a steamboat. Since those days, I have pitied doctors from my heart. What does the lovely flush in a beauty’s cheek mean to a doctor but a “break” that ripples above some deadly disease. Are not all her visible charms sown thick with what are to him the signs and symbols of hidden decay? Does he ever see her beauty at all, or doesn’t he simply view her professionally, and comment upon her unwholesome condition all to himself? And doesn’t he sometimes wonder whether he has gained most or lost most by learning his trade?














Goin’ to the Theater in the Big City
(A Letter from “Thomas Jefferson Snodgrass,” 1856)


FROM Keokuk Saturday Post, NOVEMBER 1, 1856


 


CORRESPONDENCE


 


Saint Louis, Oct. 18, 1856


 


MISTER EDITORS—


I want to enlighten you a leetle. I’ve been to the Theater—and I jest want to tell you how they do things down here to Saint Louis—the Mound City, as they call it, owin to its proximity to the Iron mountain and Pilot Knob.


Last night as I was a settin in the parlor of my Dutch boardin house in Fourth street (I board among the crouters so as to observe human natur in a forren aspeck) one of my hairy friends proposed that we mought as well go down and see Mr. Nealy play Julius Cesar. Now I had see Mr. Belding’s Atheneum in Keokuk, and allers had a hankerin to get inside of it—so I told the Dutchman (who is for all the world like other humans, eats like ’em, looks something like ’em, and drinks a good deal more like ’em) that I was anxious to patronize the Drammer.


We hadn’t gone more’n about six squares till we come to a tremenjous dirt-colored house, with carriages, and omnibuses, and niggers, and penut boys tearin around in front of it, indiscriminate like, and Dutch (I couldn’t put in his name without using up too many of your type) said that was the place. We bought some green tickets and follered some fellers up nigh unto four hundred flights of stairs, and finally got into the concern, which was built into three or four round stories, with men and fiddlers in the first, along with a right smart chance of ragged boys, eatin penuts and cussin like militia majors. The second story had men and gals in it, and above there was nothing but masculine genders. We very naturally went into the second story, and got round where the side of the house (least ways I thought it was part of the house) was painted to represent Alexandria, or Venice, or some other small village settin in the water.


Gee Whillikens! Mister Editors, if you could a been there jest then, you’d a thought that either old Gabriel had blowed his horn, or else there was houses to rent in that locality. I reckon there was nigh onto forty thousand people setting in that theatre—and sich an other fannin, and blowin, and scrapon, and gigglin, I hain’t seen since I arrived in the United States. Gals! Bless your soul, there was gals there of every age and sex, from three months up to a hundred years, and every cherubim of ’em had a fan and an opery glass and a-tongue—probably two or three of the latter weepon, from the racket they made. No use to try to estimate the oceans of men and mustaches—the place looked like a shoe brush shop.


Presently, about a thousand fellers commenced hammerin on the benches and hollerin “Music,” and then the fiddlers laid themselves out, and went at it like forty millions of wood sawyers at two dollars and a half a cord. When they got through the people hollered and stamped and whistled like they do at a demercratic meeting, when the speaker says something they don’t understand. Well, thinks I, now I’ve got an old coarse comb in my pocket, and I wonder if it wouldn’t take them one-hoss fiddlers down a peg and bring down the house, too, if I’d jest give ’em a tech of “Auld Lang Syne” on it. No sooner said than done, and out come the old comb and a piece of paper to put on it. I “hem’d and haw’d” to attract attention, like, and commenced Doo-doo—do-doo—do-doo. “He, he, he,” snickered the gals. “Ha, ha, ha,” roared the mustaches. “Put him out.” “Let him alone.” “Go it, old Country.” “Say, when did you get down?” and the devil himself couldn’t a hearn that comb. I tell you now, I was riled. I throwed the comb at a little man that wasn’t sayin nothin and ris right up. “Gentlemen and Ladies,” says I, “I want to explain. I’m a peacable stranger from Keokuk, and my name is Thomas Jefferson Snodgrass—” “Go it, Snodgrass.” “Oh, what a name.” “Say, old Country, whar’d you get that hat?” Darn my skin if I wasn’t mad. I jerked off my coat and jumped at the little man and, says I, “You nasty, sneakin degenerate great grandson of a ring tailed monkey, I kin jest lam—” “Hold on there, my friend, jest pick up your coat and follow me,” says a military lookin gentleman with a club in his hand, tappin me on the shoulder. He was a police. He took me out and after I explained to him how St. Louis would fizzle out if Keokuk got offended at her, he let me go back, makin me promise not to make any more music durin the evening. So I let ’em holler their darndest when I took my seat, but never let on like I heard ’em.


Pretty soon a little bell rung, and they rolled up the side of the house with Alexandria on it, showin a mighty fine city, with houses, and streets, and sich, but nary a fire plug—all as natural as life. This was Rome. Then a lot of onery lookin fellers come a tearin down one of the streets, hurrayin and swingin their clubs, and said they were going to see Julius Cesar come into town. After this they shoved Rome out of the way, and showed the inside of a splendid palace, they call it, and then some soldiers with bobtailed tin coats on (high water coats we used to call ’em in Keokuk) come in, then some gals (with high water dresses on), and then some more soldiers, and so on, gals and soldiers and soldiers and gals, till it looked like all the Free Masons and Daughters of Temperance in the world had turned out. Finally Mr. Cesar hisself come in with a crown on, folks called it, but it looked to my unsofisticated vision like a hat without any crown about it. He had a little talk with Antony, durin which he was uncommon severe on a Mr. Cashus (who was a standin within three feet of him, but the derned fool didn’t hear a word of it) reflectin on his personal appearance—saying he had a “lean and hungry look,” which was mighty mean in him to say, though he was in fact, for the feller couldn’t a looked more like a shadder if he’d a boarded all his life at a Keokuk hotel. It’s no use expatiating on every thing they done, so I’ll jest mention a few of the things which I happened to see when the gal that sot in front of me took her turkey’s tail head dress out of the way a minute to say somethin to the owner of an invisable mustash that had got wilted by coming out into the night air.


Arter a spell, a lot of fellers come out, along with Mr. Cashus, and they all laid their heads together like as many lawyers when they are gettin ready to prove that a man’s heirs ain’t got any right to his property. Presently Mr. Brutus come a marchin in as grand as a elephant in a menagerie of monkeys, and then the people stamped like Jehu. I kinda liked his looks. He ’peared like a man and a gentleman. The gal with the turkey’s tail clapped her spy-glass to her eye, and says, “Ther’s Brutus—oh, what a mien he has.” I didn’t like that, so leanin forward, says I, “Madam, beggin your pardon, them other fellers is a consarned sight meaner’n him. There’s that Cashus—” “Hold your tongue, sir,” yelled the wilted mustasch—and in half a second there was enough double-barrelled opery glasses leveled at me to a blowed me into chunks no bigger’n a mustard seed if they’d only been loaded. Rememberin the music scrape, I dried up and kept quiet, letten the fellers in the lower story holler at me as much as they wanted. Dr. H. had been settin purty close to me, and I thought I’d get him to explain this time, but I found he’d gone out between the acts to see a intimate friend, and hadn’t got back yet. Cashus and the other fellers was for killin Cesar and makin sausage meat of him cause they couldn’t be kings and emperors while he was alive, but Brutus didn’t like that way of doin the thing—he jist wanted to kill him like a christian, jist for the good of Rome. Then the people stomped again. It ’peared to me kind of curus that they should kick up sich a noise every time any body raved around and ripped out somethin hifalutin, but went half asleep when anybody was tellin about poor Cesar’s virtues.


Arter that, Misses Brutus come out when the other fellars was gone, and like Mr. Clennam at the Circumlocution Office, she “wanted to know.” But it warn’t no use—Brutus warn’t going to publish jest then, and it ’pears that wimmin was the only newspapers they had in those days. You see all them fellers was conspirators, got together to conspirit a little again Cesar, and Brutus didn’t consider it healthy to tell the secret to everybody. (Mr. Editors, as I’m acquainted with a right smart chance of gals in Keokuk, why, if it’s jest as convenient, I’d ruther you wouldn’t send your paper only to the men, this week.) At last it come time to remove Mr. Cesar from office, like they say the Buchaneers are going to do the Fremonsters extinguish him entirely—so all the conspirators got around the throne, and directly Cesar come steppin in, putting on as many airs as if he was mayor of Alexandria. Arter he had sot on the throne awhile they all jumped on him at once like a batch of Irish on a sick nigger. He fell on the floor with a percussion that would a made him feel like he’d been ridin bare back on a Keokuk livery stable horse for a month, if he’d lived. When he drapped, the turkey tailed gal flinched, and grunted a sympathetic “ugh,” and everybody in the neighborhood laughed at her. But it wasn’t the gal’s fault—she had for once got wrapped up in the play, and I spose that was the only part she entirely comprehended, cause I seen her slip down in the street the other day.


Finally, the play was done, and I reached over to the wilted mustache, and says I: “Squire, can you tell me what Mr. Cesar’s agoin to play next?” He wheeled hisself around sudden, and says he: “Don Cesar—he be damn’d, sir.” “Oh, gracious sakes, don’t swear so hard,” says I, horrerfied. “I ain’t swearin,” says he, and he pinted out the play on the bill of fare—“I said Don Cesar de Bazan, sir.” I seen through it, then, in a minnit, so I told him it was sufficient—no apologies wasn’t necessary.


I changed my seat now, and took a pew in front, so I could see plumb back into the kitchen of the concern, if they should take away the cities and woods and things. Proppin my feet up on the railin, I thought I’d take it comfortable like. Jest then, them fellers in the pit, as they call it (and I guess, Mr. Editors, some of ’em’ll get into a dern sight deeper pit than that, afore you git to heaven) went to hollerin “Boots. Boots. Boots,” like all natur. Thinks I, that’s fun, and I went to hollerin too, though I didn’t know what it meant. When I got at it they all pitched in louder’n ever, and that gal like to a shook all her tail feathers out a laughin. Dutch says to me, “Take your feet down, you dern ledderhet, it’s you vot makes all dish fuss.” Dang my buttons if I wasn’t a rarin and chargin when I found they was makin fun of me, and I ris right up, puttin my hat on the extreme side of my head, and stickin my thums in the armholes of my vest, and commenced a little oration, so—“Gentlemen and Ladies—I’m a peacable stranger from Keokuk, and my name is Thomas Jefferson—” “Put him out.” “Hurrah for old Keokuk.” “Go it, Snodgrass,” yelled the purgatory fellers, and in a twinklin a couple of police had sot me down in the street, advisin me to go to the devil and not come back there any more. Now, Mister Editors, Saint Louis may fizzle out and be derned.


 


Yours, with lacerated feelins,
—Thomas Jefferson Snodgrass














Mardi-Gras in New Orleans
(A Letter to Pamela A. Moffett, 1859)


March 11, 1859, New Orleans, LA


It has been said that a Scotchman has not seen the world until he has seen Edinburgh; and I think that I may say that an American has not seen the United States until he has seen Mardi-Gras in New Orleans.


I posted off up town yesterday morning as soon as the boat landed, in blissful ignorance of the great day. At the corner of Good-Children and Tchoupitoulas streets, I beheld an apparition!—and my first impulse was to dodge behind a lamp-post. It was a woman—a hay-stack of curtain calico, ten feet high—sweeping majestically down the middle of the street (for what pavement in the world could accommodate hoops of such vast proportions?). Next I saw a girl of eighteen, mounted on a fine horse, and dressed as a Spanish Cavalier, with long rapier, flowing curls, blue satin doublet and half-breeches, trimmed with broad white lace—(the balance of her dainty legs cased in flesh-colored silk stockings)—white kid gloves—and a nodding crimson feather in the coquettishest little cap in the world. She removed said cap and bowed low to me, and nothing loath, I bowed in return—but I couldn’t help murmuring, “By the beard of the Prophet, Miss, but you’ve mistaken your man this time—for I never saw your silk mask before—nor the balance of your costume, either, for that matter.” And then I saw a hundred men, women and children in fine, fancy, splendid, ugly, coarse, ridiculous, grotesque, laughable costumes, and the truth flashed upon me—“This is Mardi-Gras!” It was Mardi-gras—and that young lady had a perfect right to bow to, shake hands with, or speak to, me, or any body else she pleased. The streets were soon full of “Mardi-gras,” representing giants, Indians, nigger minstrels, monks, priests, clowns—birds, beasts—everything, in fact, that one could imagine. The “free-and-easy” women turned out en masse—and their costumes and actions were very trying to modest eyes. The finest sight I saw during the day was a band of twenty stalwart men, splendidly arrayed as Comanche Indians, flying and yelling down the street on horses as finely decorated as themselves. It was worth going a long distance to see the performances of the day—but bless me! how insignificant they seemed in comparison with those of the night, when the grand torchlight procession of the “Mystic Krewe of Comus” was added. At half past seven in the evening I went up to St. Charles street, and found both its pavements, for many squares, packed and jammed with thousands of men and women, waiting to see the Mystic Krewe. I managed to get an eligible place near the middle of the street opposite the St. Charles Hotel, where I waited—yes, I waited—standing on both feet as long as I could—then on one—then on t’other—and was just preparing to stand on my head awhile, when a shout of “Here they come!” kept me still in the proper position of a box of glassware. But it was a false alarm—and after a while we had another false alarm—and then another—each repetition stirring up the impatience and anxiety of the crowd and setting it to heaving and surging at a fearful rate. At last the distant tinkling of lively music was heard—and then the tag-end of a great huzza that had battered nearly all the life out of itself by butting against many squares of hard brick houses before it reached us—and again the tinkling music, and again the faint huzza—and five thousand people near me were tip-toeing and bobbing and peeping down the long street, and wondering why the devil it didn’t come along faster—if it ever expected to get in sight. Impatience was growing, now—for ever so far away down the street we could see a flare of light spreading away from a line of dancing colored spots. They approached faster, then, and pretty soon, we took up the fainting huzza, and breathed new life into it. And here was the procession at last. The torches were of all colors, but their shapes represented the spots on a pack of cards—an endless line of hearts, and clubs, &c. The procession was led by a mounted Knight Crusader in blazing gilt armor from head to foot, and I think one might never tire of looking at the splendid picture. Then followed tall, grotesque maskers representing some ancient game—then an odd figure covered with checks, with a huge chess board and chessmen for a hat—then another quaint fellow gleaming in backgammon stripes, with two great dice for a hat—then the kings of each suit of cards dressed in royal regalia of ermine, satin and gold—then queer figures representing various other games—then the Queen of the Fairies, with an winged troop of beauties, in airy costumes at her heels—then the King and Queen of the Genii, I suppose (eight or ten feet high) with vast rolls of flaxen curls, bowing majestically to the crowd—followed by a couple of infinitesimal dwarfs—and again by other genii, in costumes grotesque, hideous and beautiful in turn—then figures whose bodies were vast drums, trumpets, clarinets, fiddles, &c.,—followed by others whose bodies were pitchers, punch-bowls, goblets, &c., terminated by two tremendous and very unsteady black wine bottles—then gigantic chickens, turkeys, bears, and other beasts and birds—then a big Christmas tree, followed by Santa Claus, with fur cap, short pipe, &c., and surrounded by a great basket filled with toys—and then—well, I don’t remember half. There were transparencies, marking the divisions, with a band of music to each. Under “May-day” was a beautifully decorated May-tree and a May-pole—after “Twelfth-Night” followed a troupe of the most outrageously hideous figures, half-beast, -half-human, that one could imagine—Santa Claus and his crew followed “Christmas”—the games, &c., followed “Comus at his old English tricks, and again,” and if there were any other transparencies, I have forgotten them. The long procession blazed with bran-new silk and satin, and the whole thing seemed to have been gotten up without any regard to cost.


Certainly New Orleans seldom does things by halves….


 


My love to all,
Your brother
Sam














A Tour of New Orleans


FROM Life on the Mississippi, CHAPTER XLIV


 


The old French part of New Orleans—anciently the Spanish part—bears no resemblance to the American end of the city: the American end which lies beyond the intervening brick business-center. The houses are massed in blocks; are austerely plain and dignified; uniform of pattern, with here and there a departure from it with pleasant effect; all are plastered on the outside, and nearly all have long, iron-railed verandas running along the several stories. Their chief beauty is the deep, warm, varicolored stain with which time and the weather have enriched the plaster. It harmonizes with all the surroundings, and has as natural a look of belonging there as has the flush upon sunset clouds. This charming decoration cannot be successfully imitated; neither is it to be found elsewhere in America.


The iron railings are a specialty, also. The pattern is often exceedingly light and dainty, and airy and graceful—with a large cipher or monogram in the center, a delicate cobweb of baffling, intricate forms, wrought in steel. The ancient railings are hand-made, and are now comparatively rare and proportionately valuable. They are become BRIC-A-BRAC.


The party had the privilege of idling through this ancient quarter of New Orleans with the South’s finest literary genius, the author of The Grandissimes. In him the South has found a masterly delineator of its interior life and its history. In truth, I find by experience, that the untrained eye and vacant mind can inspect it, and learn of it, and judge of it, more clearly and profitably in his books than by personal contact with it.


With Mr. Cable along to see for you, and describe and explain and illuminate, a jog through that old quarter is a vivid pleasure. And you have a vivid sense as of unseen or dimly seen things—vivid, and yet fitful and darkling; you glimpse salient features, but lose the fine shades or catch them imperfectly through the vision of the imagination: a case, as it were, of an ignorant near-sighted stranger traversing the rim of wide vague horizons of Alps with an inspired and enlightened long-sighted native.


We visited the old St. Louis Hotel, now occupied by municipal offices. There is nothing strikingly remarkable about it; but one can say of it as of the Academy of Music in New York, that if a broom or a shovel has ever been used in it there is no circumstantial evidence to back up the fact. It is curious that cabbages and hay and things do not grow in the Academy of Music; but no doubt it is on account of the interruption of the light by the benches, and the impossibility of hoeing the crop except in the aisles. The fact that the ushers grow their buttonhole-bouquets on the premises shows what might be done if they had the right kind of an agricultural head to the establishment.


We visited also the venerable Cathedral, and the pretty square in front of it; the one dim with religious light, the other brilliant with the worldly sort, and lovely with orange-trees and blossomy shrubs; then we drove in the hot sun through the wilderness of houses and out on to the wide dead level beyond, where the villas are, and the water wheels to drain the town, and the commons populous with cows and children; passing by an old cemetery where we were told lie the ashes of an early pirate; but we took him on trust, and did not visit him. He was a pirate with a tremendous and sanguinary history; and as long as he preserved unspotted, in retirement, the dignity of his name and the grandeur of his ancient calling, homage and reverence were his from high and low; but when at last he descended into politics and became a paltry alderman, the public “shook” him, and turned aside and wept. When he died, they set up a monument over him; and little by little he has come into respect again; but it is respect for the pirate, not the alderman. To-day the loyal and generous remember only what he was, and charitably forget what he became.


Thence, we drove a few miles across a swamp, along a raised shell road, with a canal on one hand and a dense wood on the other; and here and there, in the distance, a ragged and angular-limbed and moss-bearded cypress, top standing out, clear cut against the sky, and as quaint of form as the apple-trees in Japanese pictures—such was our course and the surroundings of it. There was an occasional alligator swimming comfortably along in the canal, and an occasional picturesque colored person on the bank, flinging his statue-rigid reflection upon the still water and watching for a bite.


And by-and-bye we reached the West End, a collection of hotels of the usual light summer-resort pattern, with broad verandas all around, and the waves of the wide and blue Lake Pontchartrain lapping the thresholds. We had dinner on a ground-veranda over the water—the chief dish the renowned fish called the pompano, delicious as the less criminal forms of sin.


Thousands of people come by rail and carriage to West End and to Spanish Fort every evening, and dine, listen to the bands, take strolls in the open air under the electric lights, go sailing on the lake, and entertain themselves in various and sundry other ways.


We had opportunities on other days and in other places to test the pompano. Notably, at an editorial dinner at one of the clubs in the city. He was in his last possible perfection there, and justified his fame. In his suite was a tall pyramid of scarlet cray-fish—large ones; as large as one’s thumb—delicate, palatable, appetizing. Also deviled whitebait; also shrimps of choice quality; and a platter of small soft-shell crabs of a most superior breed. The other dishes were what one might get at Delmonico’s, or Buckingham Palace; those I have spoken of can be had in similar perfection in New Orleans only, I suppose.


In the West and South they have a new institution—the Broom Brigade. It is composed of young ladies who dress in a uniform costume, and go through the infantry drill, with broom in place of musket. It is a very pretty sight, on private view. When they perform on the stage of a theater, in the blaze of colored fires, it must be a fine and fascinating spectacle. I saw them go through their complex manual with grace, spirit, and admirable precision. I saw them do everything which a human being can possibly do with a broom, except sweep. I did not see them sweep. But I know they could learn. What they have already learned proves that. And if they ever should learn, and should go on the war-path down Tchoupitoulas or some of those other streets around there, those thoroughfares would bear a greatly improved aspect in a very few minutes. But the girls themselves wouldn’t; so nothing would be really gained, after all.


The drill was in the Washington Artillery building. In this building we saw many interesting relics of the war. Also a fine oil-painting representing Stonewall Jackson’s last interview with General Lee. Both men are on horseback. Jackson has just ridden up, and is accosting Lee. The picture is very valuable, on account of the portraits, which are authentic. But, like many another historical picture, it means nothing without its label. And one label will fit it as well as another—


First Interview between Lee and Jackson.


Last Interview between Lee and Jackson.


Jackson Introducing Himself to Lee.


Jackson Accepting Lee’s Invitation to Dinner.


Jackson Declining Lee’s Invitation to Dinner—with Thanks.


Jackson Apologizing for a Heavy Defeat.


Jackson Reporting a Great Victory.


Jackson Asking Lee for a Match.


It tells one story, and a sufficient one; for it says quite plainly and satisfactorily, “Here are Lee and Jackson together.” The artist would have made it tell that this is Lee and Jackson’s last interview if he could have done it. But he couldn’t, for there wasn’t any way to do it. A good legible label is usually worth, for information, a ton of significant attitude and expression in a historical picture. In Rome, people with fine sympathetic natures stand up and weep in front of the celebrated Beatrice Cenci the Day before her Execution. It shows what a label can do. If they did not know the picture, they would inspect it unmoved, and say, “Young girl with hay fever; young girl with her head in a bag.”


I found the half-forgotten Southern intonations and elisions as pleasing to my ear as they had formerly been. A Southerner talks music. At least it is music to me, but then I was born in the South. The educated Southerner has no use for an r, except at the beginning of a word. He says “honah,” and “dinnah,” and “Gove’nuh,” and “befo’ the waw,” and so on. The words may lack charm to the eye, in print, but they have it to the ear. When did the r disappear from Southern speech, and how did it come to disappear? The custom of dropping it was not borrowed from the North, nor inherited from England. Many Southerners—most Southerners—put a y into occasional words that begin with the k sound. For instance, they say Mr. K’yahtah (Carter) and speak of playing k’yahds or of riding in the k’yahs. And they have the pleasant custom—long ago fallen into decay in the North—of frequently employing the respectful “Sir.” Instead of the curt Yes, and the abrupt No, they say “Yes, Suh,” “No, Suh.”


But there are some infelicities. Such as “like” for “as,” and the addition of an “at” where it isn’t needed. I heard an educated gentleman say, “Like the flag-officer did.” His cook or his butler would have said, “Like the flag-officer done.” You hear gentlemen say, “Where have you been at?” And here is the aggravated form—heard a ragged street Arab say it to a comrade: “I was a-ask’n’ Tom whah you was a-sett’n’ at.” The very elect carelessly say “will” when they mean “shall”; and many of them say, “I didn’t go to do it,” meaning “I didn’t mean to do it.” The Northern word “guess”—imported from England, where it used to be common, and now regarded by satirical Englishmen as a Yankee original—is but little used among Southerners. They say “reckon.” They haven’t any “doesn’t” in their language; they say “don’t” instead. The unpolished often use “went” for “gone.” It is nearly as bad as the Northern “hadn’t ought.” This reminds me that a remark of a very peculiar nature was made here in my neighborhood (in the North) a few days ago: “He hadn’t ought to have went.” How is that? Isn’t that a good deal of a triumph? One knows the orders combined in this half-breed’s architecture without inquiring: one parent Northern, the other Southern. To-day I heard a schoolmistress ask, “Where is John gone?” This form is so common—so nearly universal, in fact—that if she had used “whither” instead of “where,” I think it would have sounded like an affectation.


We picked up one excellent word—a word worth traveling to New Orleans to get; a nice, limber, expressive, handy word—lagniappe. They pronounce it “lanny-yap.” It is Spanish—so they said. We discovered it at the head of a column of odds and ends in the Picayune, the first day; heard twenty people use it the second; inquired what it meant the third; adopted it and got facility in swinging it the fourth. It has a restricted meaning, but I think the people spread it out a little when they choose. It is the equivalent of the thirteenth roll in a “baker’s dozen.” It is something thrown in, gratis, for good measure. The custom originated in the Spanish quarter of the city. When a child or a servant buys something in a shop—or even the mayor or the governor, for aught I know—he finishes the operation by saying—


“Give me something for lagniappe.”


The shopman always responds; gives the child a bit of licorice-root, gives the servant a cheap cigar or a spool of thread, gives the governor—I don’t know what he gives the governor; support, likely.


When you are invited to drink, and this does occur now and then in New Orleans—and you say, “What, again?—no, I’ve had enough”; the other party says, “But just this one time more—this is for lagniappe.” When the beau perceives that he is stacking his compliments a trifle too high, and sees by the young lady’s countenance that the edifice would have been better with the top compliment left off, he puts his “I beg pardon—no harm intended,” into the briefer form of “Oh, that’s for lagniappe.” If the waiter in the restaurant stumbles and spills a gill of coffee down the back of your neck, he says, “For lagniappe, sah,” and gets you another cup without extra charge.














The Scene of the Battle: Vicksburg


FROM Life on the Mississippi, CHAPTER XXXIV


 


We used to plow past the lofty hill-city, Vicksburg, downstream; but we cannot do that now. A cut-off has made a country town of it, like Osceola, St. Genevieve, and several others. There is currentless water—also a big island—in front of Vicksburg now. You come down the river the other side of the island, then turn and come up to the town; that is, in high water: in low water you can’t come up, but must land some distance below it.


Signs and scars still remain, as reminders of Vicksburg’s tremendous war experiences; earthworks, trees crippled by the cannon balls, caverefuges in the clay precipices, etc. The caves did good service during the six weeks’ bombardment of the city—May 8 to July 4, 1863. They were used by the non-combatants—mainly by the women and children; not to live in constantly, but to fly to for safety on occasion. They were mere holes, tunnels, driven into the perpendicular clay bank, then branched Y shape, within the hill. Life in Vicksburg, during the six weeks was perhaps—but wait—here are some materials out of which to reproduce it:


Population, twenty-seven thousand soldiers and three thousand non-combatants; the city utterly cut off from the world—walled solidly in, the frontage by gunboats, the rear by soldiers and batteries; hence, no buying and selling with the outside; no passing to and fro; no God-speeding a parting guest, no welcoming a coming one; no printed acres of world-wide news to be read at breakfast, mornings—a tedious dull absence of such matter, instead; hence, also, no running to see steamboats smoking into view in the distance up or down, and plowing toward the town—for none came, the river lay vacant and undisturbed; no rush and turmoil around the railway station, no struggling over bewildered swarms of passengers by noisy mobs of hackmen—all quiet there; flour two hundred dollars a barrel, sugar thirty, corn ten dollars a bushel, bacon five dollars a pound, rum a hundred dollars a gallon; other things in proportion: consequently, no roar and racket of drays and carriages tearing along the streets; nothing for them to do, among that handful of non-combatants of exhausted means; at three o’clock in the morning, silence; silence so dead that the measured tramp of a sentinel can be heard a seemingly impossible distance; out of hearing of this lonely sound, perhaps the stillness is absolute: all in a moment come ground-shaking thunder-crashes of artillery, the sky is cobwebbed with the crisscrossing red lines streaming from soaring bomb-shells, and a rain of iron fragments descends upon the city; descends upon the empty streets: streets which are not empty a moment later, but mottled with dim figures of frantic women and children scurrying from home and bed toward the cave dungeons—encouraged by the humorous grim soldiery, who shout “Rats, to your holes!” and laugh.


The cannon-thunder rages, shells scream and crash overhead, the iron rain pours down, one hour, two hours, three, possibly six, then stops; silence follows, but the streets are still empty; the silence continues; by-and-bye a head projects from a cave here and there and yonder, and reconnoitres, cautiously; the silence still continuing, bodies follow heads, and jaded, half smothered creatures group themselves about, stretch their cramped limbs, draw in deep draughts of the grateful fresh air, gossip with the neighbors from the next cave; maybe straggle off home presently, or take a lounge through the town, if the stillness continues; and will scurry to the holes again, by-and-bye, when the war-tempest breaks forth once more.


There being but three thousand of these cave-dwellers—merely the population of a village—would they not come to know each other, after a week or two, and familiarly; insomuch that the fortunate or unfortunate experiences of one would be of interest to all?


Those are the materials furnished by history. From them might not almost anybody reproduce for himself the life of that time in Vicksburg? Could you, who did not experience it, come nearer to reproducing it to the imagination of another non-participant than could a Vicksburger who did experience it? It seems impossible; and yet there are reasons why it might not really be. When one makes his first voyage in a ship, it is an experience which multitudinously bristles with striking novelties; novelties which are in such sharp contrast with all this person’s former experiences that they take a seemingly deathless grip upon his imagination and memory. By tongue or pen he can make a landsman live that strange and stirring voyage over with him; make him see it all and feel it all. But if he wait? If he make ten voyages in succession—what then? Why, the thing has lost color, snap, surprise; and has become commonplace. The man would have nothing to tell that would quicken a landsman’s pulse.


Years ago, I talked with a couple of the Vicksburg non-combatants—a man and his wife. Left to tell their story in their own way, those people told it without fire, almost without interest.


A week of their wonderful life there would have made their tongues eloquent for ever perhaps; but they had six weeks of it, and that wore the novelty all out; they got used to being bomb-shelled out of home and into the ground; the matter became commonplace. After that, the possibility of their ever being startlingly interesting in their talks about it was gone. What the man said was to this effect:




It got to be Sunday all the time. Seven Sundays in the week—to us, anyway. We hadn’t anything to do, and time hung heavy. Seven Sundays, and all of them broken up at one time or another, in the day or in the night, by a few hours of the awful storm of fire and thunder and iron. At first we used to shin for the holes a good deal faster than we did afterwards. The first time, I forgot the children, and Maria fetched them both along. When she was all safe in the cave she fainted. Two or three weeks afterwards, when she was running for the holes, one morning, through a shell-shower, a big shell burst near her, and covered her all over with dirt, and a piece of the iron carried away her game-bag of false hair from the back of her head. Well, she stopped to get that game-bag before she shoved along again! Was getting used to things already, you see. We all got so that we could tell a good deal about shells; and after that we didn’t always go under shelter if it was a light shower. Us men would loaf around and talk; and a man would say, “There she goes!” and name the kind of shell it was from the sound of it, and go on talking—if there wasn’t any danger from it. If a shell was bursting close over us, we stopped talking and stood still—uncomfortable, yes, but it wasn’t safe to move. When it let go, we went on talking again, if nobody hurt—maybe saying, “That was a ripper!” or some such commonplace comment before we resumed; or, maybe, we would see a shell poising itself away high in the air overhead. In that case, every fellow just whipped out a sudden, “See you again, gents!” and shoved. Often and often I saw gangs of ladies promenading the streets, looking as cheerful as you please, and keeping an eye canted up watching the shells; and I’ve seen them stop still when they were uncertain about what a shell was going to do, and wait and make certain; and after that they sa’ntered along again, or lit out for shelter, according to the verdict. Streets in some towns have a litter of pieces of paper, and odds and ends of one sort or another lying around. Ours hadn’t; they had iron litter. Sometimes a man would gather up all the iron fragments and unbursted shells in his neighborhood, and pile them into a kind of monument in his front yard—a ton of it, sometimes. No glass left; glass couldn’t stand such a bombardment; it was all shivered out. Windows of the houses vacant—looked like eye-holes in a skull. Whole panes were as scarce as news.


 


We had church Sundays. Not many there, along at first; but by-andbye pretty good turnouts. I’ve seen service stop a minute, and everybody sit quiet—no voice heard, pretty funeral-like then—and all the more so on account of the awful boom and crash going on outside and overhead; and pretty soon, when a body could be heard, service would go on again. Organs and church-music mixed up with a bombardment is a powerful queer combination—along at first. Coming out of church, one morning, we had an accident—the only one that happened around me on a Sunday. I was just having a hearty handshake with a friend I hadn’t seen for a while, and saying, “Drop into our cave to-night, after bombardment; we’ve got hold of a pint of prime wh—.” Whiskey, I was going to say, you know, but a shell interrupted. A chunk of it cut the man’s arm off, and left it dangling in my hand. And do you know the thing that is going to stick the longest in my memory, and outlast everything else, little and big, I reckon, is the mean thought I had then? It was “the whiskey is saved.” And yet, don’t you know, it was kind of excusable; because it was as scarce as diamonds, and we had only just that little; never had another taste during the siege.


 


Sometimes the caves were desperately crowded, and always hot and close. Sometimes a cave had twenty or twenty-five people packed into it; no turning-room for anybody; air so foul, sometimes, you couldn’t have made a candle burn in it. A child was born in one of those caves one night. Think of that; why, it was like having it born in a trunk.


 


Twice we had sixteen people in our cave; and a number of times we had a dozen. Pretty suffocating in there. We always had eight; eight belonged there. Hunger and misery and sickness and fright and sorrow, and I don’t know what all, got so loaded into them that none of them were ever rightly their old selves after the siege. They all died but three of us within a couple of years. One night a shell burst in front of the hole and caved it in and stopped it up. It was lively times, for a while, digging out. Some of us came near smothering. After that, we made two openings—ought to have thought of it at first.


 


Mule meat. No, we only got down to that the last day or two. Of course it was good; anything is good when you are starving.
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