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    introduction


    Tom Sawyer (1876) and Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894) excepted, Samuel Clemens’s best work is written in the autobiographical first-person form. As we see in Innocents Abroad (1869), his first encounter with the Old World, and Roughing It (1872), his evocation of the American West, he created in Mark Twain an authorial self who was also a performing self within the narratives. Both are journey books in which Twain takes the episodes as they come, and in which nothing con-clusive is promised or achieved. Each is the sum of its mainly comical adventures, though each also has an intermittently desolating undercurrent which will rise irresistibly to the surface in such final works as ‘The Mysterious Stranger’ (1916). Huckleberry Finn (1884–5) develops their method with Huck, ostensibly the creation of Twain, now at an even further remove from Clemens. Only behind the mask of a mask could Clemens in Huckleberry Finn engage his profoundest sense of life’s comedy and tragedy, though as in all his books it was an essentially fugitive engagement. In the first paragraph of Chapter 15 Huck announces the journey’s destination to be ‘way up the Ohio among the free States’ (p. 229), but as it evolves the journey is always away from rather than towards. The villages on the riverbank never get any better, and, if in nothing else, Huck is consistent in his desire to move on and not make things worse, remaining on the run because he is also never convinced he is superior to anyone he meets. This last position is why he rarely moralises, or, if he does so, as in his opening comment, ‘I never seen anybody but lied, one time or another’ (p.169), offers readers the self-recognition he already has. ‘Human beings can be awful cruel to one another’ (p. 343), his response to the tarring and feathering and riding on a rail of the king and the duke, is a similar offer. Huck like any one of us might find himself joining a mob similar to the one in this scene. Like any one of us, he too might be a victim of a mob. Not that he or Twain or Clemens can be confident readers will recognise themselves in such pronouncements. Clemens and Twain cannot even be sure Huck’s guilty reflections (pp. 235–7, 329–31) on his support of Jim’s escape will be read ironically, thus revealing Huck to be as essentially virtuous as slavery is morally perverted. Slavery, after all, found a justification in the American South because many normal human beings believed with Huck that aiding a Jim was wicked and would send them to hell. In Huckleberry Finn meanings which might offer resolution to the book’s conflicts cannot even be implied with certainty, and Huck must remain fugitive because the book’s adventures never entail, let alone reach, a clarifying destination. For related reasons he also remains inconsistent as a character, telling some jokes but not getting others, being an innocent boy but a shrewd and cynical liar, committed and oblivious to Jim. Huckleberry Finn offers no system of meaning in which Huck might be consistent. As its prefatory ‘Notice’ acknowledges in a typically unsettling joke, it endorses neither ‘motive’, ‘moral’ nor ‘plot’. When Clemens finally settled on the pseudonym Mark Twain in 1863, after trying several others, he was not only referring to the measurement of river depths for steamboats, but also to the persistent subterfuge and double-dealing he was becoming involved in as a writer in order to tell the ‘truth, mainly’ (p. 169).


    Tom Sawyer none the less is a simpler affair than Huckleberry Finn. It offers Clemens’s fondest recollection of the village on the banks of the Mississippi in which he had spent his formative years and to versions of which his imagination, released in Mark Twain, recurrently returned. The real Hannibal, Missouri, now becomes St Petersburg as it was to become all the villages in Huckleberry Finn, various villages in A Connecticut Yankee at King Arthur’s Court (1889), Dawson’s Landing in Pudd’nhead Wilson, Hadleyburg in ‘The Man that Corrupted Hadleyburg’ (1899) and even Eseldorf ( in sixteenth-century Austria) in ‘The Mysterious Stranger’. As the novel’s Preface indicates, the remembrance for the most part is indulgent in Tom Sawyer, Twain looking back on childhood scenes long left behind for that superior adult and more sophisticated world which ‘the reader’ (p. 8) is also assumed to occupy. Because this imagined reader has nothing of the heterogeneity (black, white, American South/North, European) of readers of Huckleberry Finn, Tom Sawyer is delivered in Twain’s most settled authorial voice. He is as sure of his audience outside the book as Tom, a boyhood version of the author’s performing self, is sure of his audience within it. At worst St Petersburg is irksome or boring to Tom, and he can usually triumph over it, as in the famous scene when he whitewashes the fence. To us, St Petersburg is mostly amusing, notwithstanding Chapters 11 and 18, when the town verges on providing material which in Huckleberry Finn will propel Huck into haunted flight. Even conscience, an incubus to several of Twain’s fictional selves and especially to Huck, is appeasable in Tom Sawyer. Whereas in other works it is such a source of irresolvable guilt that Huck can declare, ‘If I had a yaller dog that didn’t know no more than a person’s conscience does, I would pison him’ (p. 344), in Tom Sawyer it presses Tom to do achievable good things, such as saving Muff Potter at his trial. This reassurance is matched by presenting Huck Finn himself as no more than a picturesque rebel (pp. 33–4), though he finally sows seeds from which his subsequent adventures will grow. If there is a spark of the later work’s irony in Huck’s comments about eating with the ‘mighty good nigger’, Uncle Jake (p. 128 ), it is not allowed to kindle into troublesome flame, and slavery, so fundamentally disturbing to Twain’s later attempt at fond recollection in Pudd’nhead Wilson, hardly casts a shadow. As for the natural world, it is accommodated in clichés such as ‘great Nature’s meditation’ and ‘the marvel of Nature’ (pp. 70–1), though Henry Nash Smith is right to praise the Jackson’s Island scenes, and to observe that the passage (pp. 75–6) describing Tom’s journey back to St Petersburg, ‘sounds like Hemingway’ (Smith, pp. 85–6). It anticipates Huck’s account of his escape from Pap in Huckleberry Finn (pp. 191–5), the particular writing Hemingway himself might have been referring to when he asserted that ‘All American literature comes from one book by Mark Twain called Huckleberry Finn’ (Hemingway, pp. 22–3). Also remarkable and entertaining in Tom Sawyer are the intimacy and directness with which the manners and culture of a small provincial town are realised, together with the experience of being a boy there. Twain expects us to identify with Tom, and even though he mocks his infatuation with Becky, he invites us to see it as typical of the pre-sexual male. Arguably, Tom Sawyer enacts male pre-adolescent wish-fulfilment, culminating in the strong male rescuing the weak and grateful female from the cave.


    If Tom and Becky were to marry, they would presumably define each other in conventional gender roles, and Tom Sawyer’s conclusion seems to offer Tom as a notable exception to several of nineteenth-century American literature’s other figures, including Huck. In contrast to their endless commitment to autonomy, whatever the torments of loneliness and estrangement, Tom is finally left with great wealth, a good chance of marrying the community’s top girl, and the prospect of an influential place in the world. Fifty years before Fitzgerald, Twain seemingly writes of a Gatsby legitimised and likely to get his girl. Since Tom will never grow up, however, his future remains a proposition, and Tom matches Gatsby, who is himself killed before reaching fulfilment. In Tom Sawyer too the rewards and accommodations beckoning the hero will never be attained, and dispossession prevails at least by implication. It supports what Cynthia Griffin Wolff sees as Tom’s ‘final identifi-cation’ (Wolff, p. 104) with Injun Joe, the novel’s most alienated figure. Each character enabling the creation of the other, Tom can be the acceptable rebel because the violence with which Twain’s imagination scourged the world in other books is villainised in Injun Joe. While Tom would be a Sir Galahad to a womankind whom the author himself can denigrate as ‘sappy women’ (p. 151), Injun Joe has other desires: ‘ “When you want to get revenge on a woman you don’t kill her – bosh! you go for her looks. You slit her nostrils – you notch her ears like a sow’s!” ’ (p. 133). Yet the first cause of the antagonism between Injun Joe and St Petersburg is never established, and it is not apparent who was originally in the wrong in the grudge he bears against Dr Robinson. Nor is it is clear on what charge, apart from vagrancy, the Widow Douglas’s husband had Injun Joe jailed and ‘ “horsewhipped” ’ (p. 133). Presumably, Twain does not want a rational cause-and-effect explanation for him. As the offspring of passions probably rapacious on the white side, Injun Joe’s function is to be bogeyman and scapegoat. Like other mysterious strangers arriving in communities in Twain’s fiction (notably in ‘The Man that Corrupted Hadleyburg’ and in ‘The Mysteri-ous Stranger’ itself), he undermines whatever security the author and townspeople have, whether it be religious belief or assumptions about their own virtue and courage. If, in Helen L. Harris’s words, he is Twain’s demonstration to whites of ‘the typical Indian’s treachery, murderousness, cowardice and depravity’ (Harris, p. 499), he is also to Tom and his author what Orlick is to Pip and Dickens in Great Expectations, namely the estranged self destined to a desolate fate. Among Tom’s fantasies of escape, the desire to ‘join the Indians’ (p. 45) provides the only scenario native to America. ‘Injun Joe infested all [Tom’s] dreams’ (p. 112), because he is the nightmare of these fantasies of self-gratifying adventure. No wonder Tom feels ‘an abounding sense of relief and security’, as he stands over of his dead body. With the death of this ‘bloody-minded outcast’ (p. 203), the nightmare can be thought to be at an end.


    In Leslie Fiedler’s words, however, Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn are ‘the same dream dreamed twice over, the second time as nightmare; though to be sure, the terror of the second dream is already at work in the first, whose euphoria persists strangely in the second’ (Fiedler, p. 568). Death itself means nightmare is never at an end in Twain’s work, and it is in Injun Joe’s death that he and Tom have their deepest identification with him. Representing the possible desolation of death for us all, it demonstrates human insignificance amid time’s ceaseless immensity. Inevitably, there is rhetorical extravagance at this juncture, because heavy themes are injected into a novel too light to carry them. Huckleberry Finn’s superiority is that it can always bear its author’s profoundest concerns, as we see immediately in the last two paragraphs of Chapter 1 when Huck feels ‘so lonesome I most wished I was dead’. To get Shakespeare off its back Huckleberry Finn will comically demolish Hamlet’s ‘To be, or not to be’ soliloquy, ‘ “the most celebrated thing in Shakespeare” ’ (p. 271), but this literal deconstruction follows the creation of an American equivalent in these initial paragraphs. Like Hamlet, Huckleberry Finn will respond variously to death, the morbid Emmeline Grangerford’s drawings and poems, and the sublime king’s wonderfully funny claim that the dead Peter Wilks in his coffin, ‘lays yonder, cold but joyful’ (p. 295) being but two of the responses. In these paragraphs Huck like Hamlet is both tempted and oppressed by death, and neither the physical nor metaphysical world offers consolation. The stars shine. The leaves rustle. The wind whispers. A restless ghost grieves in the woods. Obviously, this is not the sensibility of an innocent young boy. Huck has a number of functions for his creator, and to be boy reporter of experience, unconscious of its implications, is only one of them. He is best seen as allowing unresolved versions of the authorial self (especially younger and older) to engage with its formative American world. He is never given a substantial dramatic life, precisely because these versions remain unreconciled and cannot, therefore, be offered in a consistent character having a developing cause-and-effect relationship with events. He remains a voice, and if he always sounds the same, as certainly his vernacular prose always looks the same, tensions and contradictions live irrepressibly within this apparent sameness. Take Huck’s observation at the Widow Douglas’s that, ‘ “By and by they fetched the niggers in and had prayers, and then everybody was off to bed” ’ (p. 170). From Twain’s older perspective it is easy to read this as irony, his and his readers’ conscience about slavery being pricked by Huck’s unconscious acceptance of it. Huck’s response (presumably that of the author as a boy) has, none the less, an equal life in the book, Twain recognising that he has been capable of both his young and older views about slavery and, as representative human being, may still be capable of either or their equivalents. No state of being in Huckleberry Finn has precedence. Huck is a typical nineteenth-century American literary voice (and thus unlike the narrator of Great Expectations) in that he will not grow into a final moral understanding which the author is also offering the reader. Huckleberry Finn is written in the past tense, but unlike Great Expectations we have no sense of the present to which its past has led. Precedence is aborted, because there is no developing sense of time, and no end from which author, narrator or readers can get a fix on any moment of the narrator’s past life. In common with other works of nineteenth-century American literature such as Moby-Dick and ‘Song of Myself’, the only end Huckleberry Finn recognises is death. Except for Miss Watson’s freeing of Jim, which is extraneous to the adventures, there is no end on the way to the end such as is offered by the integral plots and developing moral and time schemes of contemporaneous English novels.


    The sentence about the niggers and prayers reveals the author’s experience of complicity in slavery. The sensibility enacted in Huckleberry Finn can reach to tragedy, because like Hamlet’s it knows it is inevitably stained by the sullied world from which it can wish to be free. As when Huck accidentally flicks a spider to its death in a lighted candle (p. 171), it is as if we cannot inhabit the world without participating in violations. Twain’s wonderful, seemingly effortless prose then records the town clock striking midnight with an ominous ‘boom’, while ‘twelve licks’, announcing another insistent circling day, suggests the punitiveness of time. What is it but adventures and relationships that relieves this relentlessness? What else postpones consciousness of the end? ‘That was good!’, says Huck, as he hears Tom Sawyer’s signal. As for, ‘there was Tom Sawyer waiting for me’ (p. 171), who can doubt the relief and gratification these words express? Readers of Huckleberry Finn may feel they must respond to Tom with derision, and Twain himself was so ambivalent towards this centre-stage artist that even in Tom Sawyer he is momentarily struck by ‘all the vicious vanity that was in him’ (p. 91). Huck, however, remains full of admiration for his friend. In a world where to leave one village on the riverbank is to run into equal problems in another, Tom’s games try desperately to enact what games are supposed to provide. They offer pleasure which is forgetfulness of trouble. ‘Being Tom Sawyer was easy and comfortable’ (p. 338), because in this identity humankind forgets its cares, including people needing immediate material aide. This dilemma is what the human condition involves us in, and like us all Tom is victim of, and contributor to, this condition. While Huck’s final separation from him is a necessary criticism of his wilful indulgence in distraction, we can have no confidence that escape into the ‘Territory ahead of the rest’ (p. 390) will be more fulfilling than the escapades Tom has scripted. We might see the problematic final chapters of Huckleberry Finn as sharing the insights of Poe’s ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’ and James’s The Portrait of a Lady. In all three works the New World imagination presents the enervation of Old World structures, while having a dependency on them. It is as if there might, after all, be nothing beyond Tom’s European books, or the European domains of Roderick Usher and Gilbert Osmond. Old World structures, when all is said, have enabled people to live with the endlessness of injustice, with the difference between what we want and what we can get, with the fact that after Jim is free there will always be someone else in equal trouble. That Jim should need to be freed in America demonstrated the New World as not all that new. Like the Old World, it too depended for justice on the very energies that had corrupted it.


    The final adventures at the Phelpses’ are longer than their worth, but why should we expect them to have anything to do with the realistic freedom-quest of an adult male slave who is also a husband and a father? This version of Jim, never more than intermittent, would not have got involved with the Walter Scott in Chapters 12 and 13 so soon after fleeing his owner. Above all, he would never have continued past Cairo to where he knows ‘he’d be in the slave country again and no more show for freedom’ (p. 234). The history of the composition of Huckleberry Finn bears crucially on this issue. As Victor A. Doyno has shown, Twain began writing the book in the summer of 1876, reaching at this time the current Chapters 15–17 when the realistic plot involving Jim, and announced in the first paragraph of Chapter 15, would need to be developed. At this decisive juncture he abandoned the book, not returning to it till 1879 and then ignoring the plot entirely. Later it was further undermined by the insertion of the Walter Scott material into Chapters 12 and 13, though this material was actually written in 1883 along with the escapades at the Phelpses’. As we now have it, therefore, when the intention to ‘go way up the Ohio amongst the free States’ (p. 229) duly comes along, it merely signals the possibility of one kind of Huckleberry Finn even as the book is already becoming another. This latter Huckleberry Finn is inclusive of the realistic plot but not determined by it, because there is no authorial conviction that life in an overall sense can ever improve. Consequently, the raft drifts in the current of a river mightier than human designs towards an ocean still mightier, a natural end (like death itself) in relation to which all other ends may be as contrived as Tom’s games.


    Even from the beginning there is a manifest degree of contrivance in the way the book’s material is displayed. When Huck is kidnapped by pap, for example, it is unbelievable that he never ‘got a chance to run off’ (p. 185). He and pap cannot be together every minute of the day, and the mighty river of opportunity always beckons the resourceful Huck. The novel, however, needs to arrange an extended engagement with pap, because the question of how to stay free and on the run from civilisation without becoming a pap is central to its themes. Because Huck shares pap’s powerful distaste for society’s restraints and shaping forces, and because pap is his only known parent, answers cannot be other than complicated and incomplete. In the very funny account of pap’s adventures with the new judge (pp. 184–5) the balance of the narrator’s and the author’s support undoubtedly comes down on pap’s side, as he abets Twain’s habitual pillorying of sentimental gentility. Similarly, the prejudice and paranoia in pap’s tale of his encounter with ‘ “a free nigger” ’ (p. 188) are realised by Twain with a fascination and comic effect beyond easy condemnation, even as pap unwittingly subverts his own position by his own utterance. Pap can be intriguingly self-conscious, as when he becomes a profane version of ‘Ollie’ from Laurel and Hardy, kicking a tub with his toes exposed, indulging in an aria of ‘cussing’ (p. 189) and then commenting on his cussing skills. His alcoholic frenzies are partially self-induced even to the point of fearful hallucination, suggesting his most compelling life is with his demons, as when he sees Huck as ‘the Angel of Death’ (p. 190). A father can be as guilty about a son as a son about a father, and which son fleeing a father can be sure he is not fleeing himself? Huck’s elaborate faking of his death, when he escapes from pap, indicates the extremity of his desire to be rid of his identity as pap’s son, but it also re-enacts the insecurity and self-despair confessed earlier (‘I most wished I was dead’), and not entirely provoked by pap. Perhaps a son is most secure in remembering even such a father with the resignation Huck manifests later, when he participates in Twain’s comic accommodation of the character. If not, the murderousness of Colonel Sherburn’s killing of Boggs, another version of the unruly pap, may result. Even the new judge finally has violence in mind with regard to pap. Having discovered the impotence of social and legal restraints, ‘he said he reckoned a body could reform the ole man with a shot-gun, maybe, but he didn’t know no other way’ (p. 185). Here, only the joke separates Huck and Twain from Sherburn’s kind of violence. Huck, none the less, must remain inextricably involved with pap, as Jim recognises when he withholds from Huck knowledge of pap’s death until necessity compels revelation.


    Huck’s amused remembrance of pap is evident at the beginning of the description of Colonel Grangerford (pp. 247–8). In this figure the elemental forces realised in the major characters in Huckleberry Finn are again apparent in ‘the blackest kind of eyes, sunk so deep back that they seemed like they was looking out of caverns at you’, and in the ‘lightening’ that can ‘flicker out’ from these eyes. What keeps these fearsome energies under control is an exacting performance as a gentleman in the daily costume of ‘a clean shirt and full suit from head to foot made out of linen so white it hurt your eyes to look at it’. Whatever is in the caverns behind the colonel’s eyes finds ultimate release in a fight to the death with a family exactly like his own, a form of self-hatred. No one can remember the first cause of this feud, but even in this respect it is offered as inherent human conflict rather than one we can mockingly feel superior to. It is not as if the participants were uniquely stupid in listening to sermons about brotherly love and then killing one another. Because no amount of religion, wisdom and love has ever eradicated such killing from our dealings with one another, Huck himself cannot escape a representative complicity in it: ‘I reckoned I was to blame, somehow’ (p. 255). The dead Buck could as well be a dead Huck, just as any of the corpses littering our screens in life’s perpetual conflicts could as well be any of us. If only plots as dubious as the conflicts themselves may save us from such a fate, what may save us from the desperation of those at the camp-meeting (pp. 267–9)? Here, in the novel’s general population, we meet again the complexity of energies embodied in pap and Colonel Grangerford. Eventually we move into a ‘shed’, where one of the preachers is reaching the climax of his performance, and we see people so moved by a vision of ‘Glory’ that they become ‘just crazy and wild’. Heights and depths, if they can be distinguished, are sought by the same appetites and passions, as people with the eternal physical and spiritual maladies look for succour and are often, as by the king, taken for a ride. Even our best qualities, such as hospitality, may betray us. The king ‘was invited to stay a week; and everybody wanted him to live in their houses, and said they’d think it was an honour’. These adventures and the sub-sequent episode when Sherburn kills Boggs (pp. 273–80) express the living plenitude of Twain’s imagination. Entering Sherburn’s town with Twain’s movie-camera, we encounter the ‘loafers’ and become aware that Twain can give a reality to loafing unacknowledged by the idealising Whitman in the opening lines of ‘Song of Myself’. Hogs rest in the deep mud of the streets and, as the riverbank caves in, houses slide into the water. In this barely choate location Sherburn wants to keep up standards, while Boggs, himself desperate in such a place, periodically gets drunk and cuts loose. They are opposites entailing each other, the colonel being a Twain/Huck trying to settle for civilisation, while Boggs recalls the disparaging pap. Sherburn commands the narrative at this stage, because its voice momentarily identifies with him, even as perspectives other than his are also maintained. Some people, for example, are more relaxed about Boggs’s rampaging than the apparently humourless Sherburn can ever be. They try to save Boggs by sending for his daughter, revealing themselves not to be as entirely Yahoo-like as Sherburn claims, though they are ‘pretty soon . . . squirming and scrounging and pushing’ to look at the dead Boggs lying in a store-window with a Bible on his breast. Huck looks too, for who could resist it? Who would not want to watch the shooting replayed, if only to evaluate the actor’s performance? One might not join the lynching mob, visualised by Twain (p. 278) as if he were the elder Breughel, but Huck is there if only to see what happens. He hears Sherburn voicing Twain’s own contempt for mobs, though the colonel’s stance leaves him in a lonely dead-end, even despising an army as a mob. Which cause would he share with his fellows, and what is he left with apart from violent expressions of personal will?


    What do all these adventures leave Clemens and Twain with? At best their implied consciousness is some moves ahead of Huck. ‘It’s lovely to live on a raft’ (p. 258), white and black in harmony with each other and nature, but nature cannot be relied on for succour, as is evident when the snake bites Jim (pp. 207–8), during the fog (pp. 229–31) and in the thunderstorm (pp. 204–5), when nature itself is as full of contradiction as is humankind, its energy evoking the terms ‘lovely’, ‘wild’, ‘glory’ and ‘sin’. Whatever your refuge, history’s disharmonies descend, returning the identities of white boy and black slave you hoped you had shed. They are returned again by the king and the duke (p. 259), the former recalling pap, who like the ghost in Hamlet persistently haunts his son. The adventures get Jim nowhere. Never in control of his fate, he is freed because ‘Old Miss Watson died two months ago, and she was ashamed she was ever going to sell him down the river, and said so; and she set him free in her will’ (p. 387). In the sense of developing to an end different from its beginning the raft-journey has never been a journey. Topographically, therefore, its distinct stages on the river have not been marked out (the first paragraph to Chapter 31 is exceptional), all the villages being different versions of the same village. Whenever Huck himself in crucial reflections about his involvement with Jim (pp. 235–7, 329–31) shows signs of developing towards an enlightened moral consciousness about slavery (the kind of development in the narrator which must be replicated in a developing narrative), Twain, who is not writing a developing narrative, aborts this possibility. On the first occasion he abandoned the book for three years only to resume it at the Grangerfords’ with the possibility ignored. On its reprise, when Huck decides ‘All right then, I’ll go to hell’ (p. 330), the author forsakes the turning point by moving the book into the escapades at the Phelpses’. He has indeed an investment in not allowing Huck to develop the moral sense which might decide slavery is wrong and which might be associated with a journey towards an end. In a notebook entry of August 1895 he described Huckleberry Finn as ‘a book of mine where a sound heart and a deformed conscience come into collision and conscience suffers defeat’. Adapting these terms we can see that during his crucial reflections on Jim, Huck is ‘sound-heart’ and ‘deformed-conscience’ in that his heart cannot be other than sound, nor his conscience other than deformed. He does right, but cannot think right, and is thus the reverse of what is normally human. Our moral sense may allow us to think right, but it cannot guarantee we do right, and Twain’s later works, especially ‘The Mysterious Stranger’, reveal how enraged he was by the frequent impotence, or self-contradictory results, of moral sense. One of the Hucks in Huckleberry Finn, therefore, will bypass these complications. Endowed with the incorruptible and intuitive goodness of a sound-heart this Huck, in crises over Jim, will do good despite deformed-conscience. This Huck, moreover, must journey nowhere, because he is never allowed to develop so as to recognise the possibilities of his own virtue. Not that this is a position Twain can rest on. As in all great books, the authorial imagination in Huckleberry Finn turns critically on any thesis it advances. With respect to Jim and slavery, therefore, readers may think right, even though Huck cannot. Irony allows them the moral development withheld from the narrator, and in Christian terms they may become convinced that heaven, not hell, awaits Jim’s rescuer. Twain is too much of a realist to believe uncritically in the absoluteness of intuition, even the intuition of the nineteenth century’s Romantic child. If Huck’s ‘doing whichever come handiest at the time’ (p. 237) could lead to a life on the raft in harmony with nature, it could equally result in pap’s degradation. Worst of all, abandonment of moral sense produces Sherburn’s murder of Boggs.


    Even Miss Watson’s remorse can be seen as a critique both of Huck’s incapacity for moral sense with respect to slavery, and also of the book’s fundamental disbelief in development. Miss Watson gives Jim freedom; Huck gets him nowhere. She recognises she has been wrong, and in a very minor key hers is the moral development of many of literature’s heroines and heroes. Conscience such as hers is what we traditionally rely on for rectification of evil. The presupposition is that the moral sense complicit in evil can, because of conscience, transform itself and remedy evil. In Miss Watson Twain acknowledges this presupposition’s contribution to human affairs, but signals his scant faith (and impending cynicism and nihilism which only the comedy restrains) by not having the adventures achieve an end. Equally, he can acknowledge a book which would have taken Huck and Jim ‘among the free States’. Huckleberry Finn is plural in its sense of possibility, though it sides with the Melville of Benito Cereno in seeing slavery as evidence of the human condition’s inherent blight. There are ‘free States’. Slave owners like Miss Watson can be converted. Readers of the book, experiencing Huck’s contortions of conscience, have to be convinced of slavery’s preposterousness and enormity. On the raft there can be absolute equality. All these possibilities hold true, yet the evil and injustice of the world remain a constant quantity, no matter which instances are remedied. In Huckleberry Finn Twain wants to confirm particular possibilities of arrival, while maintaining the sense of a journey without destination through moral and metaphysical conditions which never change.


    For Jim the consequences are that he plays a variety of roles, one of which is the fleeing slave also depicted in a number of pre-Civil War anti-slavery narratives. This last identity is obvious, but it should be recognised that there could have been a simpler Huckleberry Finn without Jim. There could have been a Jim-less, open-ended book, in which adventures between Huck and Tom are the occasion for the social panorama we get for much of the time. What Jim’s presence as fleeing slave demands is an end. In a book without development or destination, Jim’s case requires both, and because of it the drift of Twain’s fatalistic novel is brought to a self-questioning halt in Chapters 16 and 31, when Huck is forced to consider what his involvement with Jim entails, and when Twain, through ironical subterfuge (even post-Civil War), is forced to address slavery. Even if all human plots are corrupt, Jim needs a plot which might result in his freedom whatever else it might result in. That he is given the dignity and self-respect which are the inherent right of every human being, but which Miss Watson’s remorse might not have recognised, is beyond question. The basis of the book’s enduring moral case against slavery, they are expressed in what Jim will not take from Huck, in what he believes the equality of friendship entitles him to: ‘Dat truck dah is trash; en trash is what people is dat puts dirt on de head er dey fren’s en makes ’em ashamed’ (p. 233). Note here, it is Jim who is the moral arbiter. It is he who is ashamed of Huck. Presumably, he is never given this stature again, at least not in direct dramatisation, because it would make irresistible demands on the drift of the adventures, and this being so many of Twain’s other presentations of him are questionable. We may accept that the vitality of his engagement with mystery and the metaphysical in the marvellous inventiveness of his dream (pp. 172–3) and fortune-telling (pp. 181–2) gladden the book. Seen thus, these episodes become a comedy of wonder at human resourcefulness amid dimensions of experience of which Jim is no more a master than is anyone else. They are like the self-delight Shakespeare takes in Bottom in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Not so, however, when Jim is reported to be ‘satisfied’ at being dressed up in ‘King Lear’s outfit’, painted ‘all over a dead solid blue’, and advertised as a ‘Sick Arab – but harmless when not out of his head’ (p. 287). Here it is impossible to accede to Twain’s assumption that no allegiance to a character should get in the way of a joke. Nor can we ever be untroubled by the farce at the Phelpses’ which requires Jim and another black man to become subservient simpletons. Great books, none the less, are not written from within the stockade of unblemished moral positions which critics may find it easy to occupy. In Yeats’s words from ‘The Circus Animals’ Desertion’ they begin ‘In the foul rag-and-bone shop of the heart’, which for Twain meant particularly his knowledge of complicity in slavery, his inheritance of original sin. Degrees of evasiveness accompanied even the completeness of this knowledge, as they also accompanied the comedy proffering relief. Ralph Ellison authoritatively addresses these tensions in recognising that ‘Jim is not simply a slave, he is a symbol of humanity’, but also in pronouncing that Jim is ‘a white man’s inadequate portrayal of a slave’ (Ellison, pp. 32, 58).


    Stuart Hutchinson


    Master, Rutherford College

    University of Kent at Canterbury
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    preface


    Most of the adventures recorded in this book really occurred; one or two were experiences of my own, the rest those of boys who were schoolmates of mine. Huck Finn is drawn from life; Tom Sawyer also, but not from an individual: he is a combination of the characteristics of three boys whom I knew, and therefore belongs to the composite order of architecture.


    The odd superstitions touched upon were all prevalent among children and slaves in the West at the period of this story; that is to say, thirty or forty years ago.


    Although my book is intended mainly for the entertainment of boys and girls, I hope it will not be shunned by men and women on that account, for part of my plan has been to try pleasantly to remind adults of what they once were themselves, and of how they felt and thought and talked, and what queer enterprises they sometimes engaged in.


    The Author


    Hartford: 1876

  


  
    

Chapter 1


    ‘Tom!’


    No answer.


    ‘Tom!’


    No answer.


    ‘What’s gone with that boy, I wonder? You Tom!’


    The old lady pulled her spectacles down and looked over them about the room; then she put them up and looked out under them. She seldom or never looked through them for so small a thing as a boy, for they were her state pair, the pride of her heart, and were built for ‘style,’ not service; she could have seen through a pair of stove-lids as well. She looked perplexed a moment and said, not fiercely, but still loud enough for the furniture to hear, ‘Well, I lay if I get hold of you, I’ll – ’


    She did not finish, for by this time she was bending down and punching under the bed with the broom, and so she needed breath to punctuate the punches with. She resurrected nothing but the cat.


    ‘I never did see the beat of that boy!’


    She went to the open door and stood in it, and looked out among the tomato vines and ‘jimpson’ weeds1 that constituted the garden. No Tom. So she lifted up her voice at an angle calculated for distance, and shouted:


    ‘Y-o-u-u Tom!’


    There was a slight noise behind her, and she turned just in time to seize a small boy by the slack of his roundabout and arrest his flight. ‘There! I might a thought of that closet. What you been doing in there?’


    ‘Nothing.’


    ‘Nothing! Look at your hands, and look at your mouth. What is that truck?’


    ‘I don’t know, aunt.’


    ‘Well, I know. It’s jam, that’s what it is. Forty times I’ve said if you didn’t let that jam alone I’d skin you. Hand me that switch.’


    The switch hovered in the air. The peril was desperate.


    ‘My! Look behind you, aunt!’


    The old lady whirled round, and snatched her skirts out of danger, and the lad fled on the instant, scrambled up the high board-fence, and disappeared over it. His Aunt Polly stood surprised a moment, and then broke into a gentle laugh.


    ‘Hang the boy, can’t I never learn anything? Ain’t he played me tricks enough like that for me to be looking out for him by this time? But old fools is the biggest fools there is. Can’t learn any old dog new tricks, as the saying is. But, my goodness, he never plays them alike two days, and how is a body to know what’s coming? He ’pears to know just how long he can torment me before I get my dander up, and he knows if he can make out to put me off for a minute or make me laugh, it’s all down again, and I can’t hit him a lick. I ain’t doing my duty by that boy, and that’s the Lord’s truth, goodness knows. Spare the rod and spile the child,2 as the good book says. I’m a-laying up sin and suffering for us both, I know. He’s full of the old scratch, but laws-a-me! he’s my own dead sister’s boy, poor thing, and I ain’t got the heart to lash him, somehow. Every time I let him off my conscience does hurt me so; and every time I hit him my old heart most breaks. Well-a-well, man that is born of a woman is of few days and full of trouble,3 as the Scripture says, and I reckon it’s so. He’ll play hookey this evening,*1 and I’ll just be obliged to make him work tomorrow, to punish him. It’s mighty hard to make him work Saturdays, when all the boys is having a holiday, but he hates work more than he hates anything else, and I’ve got to do some of my duty by him, or I’ll be the ruination of the child.’


    Tom did play hookey, and he had a very good time. He got back home barely in season to help Jim, the small coloured boy, saw next day’s wood, and split the kindlings before supper – at least he was there in time to tell his adventures to Jim while Jim did three-fourths of the work. Tom’s younger brother (or rather, half-brother) Sid was already through with his part of the work (picking up chips), for he was a quiet boy, and had no adventurous, troublesome ways. While Tom was eating his supper and stealing sugar as opportunity offered, Aunt Polly asked him questions that were full of guile, and very deep – for she wanted to trap him into damaging revealments. Like many other simple-hearted souls, it was her pet vanity to believe she was endowed with a talent for dark and mysterious diplomacy, and she loved to contemplate her most transparent devices as marvels of low cunning. Said she: ‘Tom, it was middling warm in school, warn’t it?’


    ‘Yes ’m.’


    ‘Powerful warm, warn’t it?’


    ‘Yes ’m.’


    ‘Didn’t you want to go in a-swimming, Tom?’


    A bit of a scare shot through Tom – a touch of uncomfortable suspicion. He searched Aunt Polly’s face, but it told him nothing. So he said:


    ‘No ’m – well, not very much.’


    The old lady reached out her hand and felt Tom’s shirt, and said:


    ‘But you ain’t too warm now, though.’


    And it flattered her to reflect that she had discovered that the shirt was dry without anybody knowing that that was what she had in her mind. But in spite of her, Tom knew where the wind lay now. So he forestalled what might be the next move.


    ‘Some of us pumped on our heads – mine’s damp yet. See?’


    Aunt Polly was vexed to think she had overlooked that bit of circumstantial evidence, and missed a trick. Then she had a new inspiration:


    ‘Tom, you didn’t have to undo your shirt collar where I sewed it to pump on your head, did you? Unbutton your jacket!’


    The trouble vanished out of Tom’s face. He opened his jacket. His shirt collar was securely sewed.


    ‘Bother! Well, go ’long with you. I made sure you’d played hookey and been a-swimming. But I forgive ye, Tom. I reckon you’re a kind of a singed cat, as the saying is – better’n you look – this time.’


    She was half sorry her sagacity had miscarried, and half glad that Tom had stumbled into obedient conduct for once.


    But Sidney said:


    ‘Well, now, if I didn’t think you sewed his collar with white thread, but it’s black.’


    ‘Why, I did sew it with white! Tom!’


    But Tom did not wait for the rest. As he went out of the door, he said:


    ‘Siddy, I’ll lick you for that.’


    In a safe place Tom examined two large needles which were thrust into the lapels of his jacket – and had thread bound about them – one needle carried white thread and the other black. He said:


    ‘She’d never noticed if it hadn’t been for Sid. Confound it, sometimes she sews it with white, and sometimes she sews it with black. I wish to geeminy she’d stick to one or t’other – I can’t keep the run of ’em. But I bet you I’ll lam Sid for that. If I don’t, blame my cats.’


    He was not the model boy of the village. He knew the model boy very well though – and loathed him.


    Within two minutes, or even less, he had forgotten all his troubles. Not because his troubles were one whit less heavy and bitter to him than a man’s are to a man, but because a new and powerful interest bore them down and drove them out of his mind for the time – just as men’s misfortunes are forgotten in the excitement of new enterprises. This new interest was a valued novelty in whistling, which he had just acquired from a negro, and he was suffering to practise it undisturbed. It consisted in a peculiar bird-like turn, a sort of liquid warble, produced by touching the tongue to the roof of the mouth at short intervals in the midst of the music. The reader probably remembers how to do it if he has ever been a boy. Diligence and attention soon gave him the knack of it, and he strode down the street with his mouth full of harmony and his soul full of gratitude. He felt much as an astronomer feels who has discovered a new planet. No doubt, as far as strong, deep, unalloyed pleasure is concerned, the advantage was with the boy, not the astronomer.


    The summer evenings were long. It was not dark yet. Presently Tom checked his whistle. A stranger was before him – a boy a shade larger than himself. A newcomer of any age or either sex was an impressive curiosity in the poor little village of St Petersburg.4 This boy was well dressed too – well dressed on a week-day. This was simply astounding. His cap was a dainty thing, his close-buttoned blue cloth roundabout was new and natty, and so were his pantaloons. He had shoes on – and yet it was only Friday. He even wore a necktie, a bright bit of ribbon. He had a citified air about him that ate into Tom’s vitals. The more Tom stared at the splendid marvel, the higher he turned up his nose at his finery, and the shabbier and shabbier his own outfit seemed to him to grow. Neither boy spoke. If one moved, the other moved – but only sidewise, in a circle. They kept face to face and eye to eye all the time. Finally, Tom said:


    ‘I can lick you!’


    ‘I’d like to see you try it.’


    ‘Well, I can do it.’


    ‘No, you can’t, either.’


    ‘Yes, I can.’


    ‘No, you can’t.’


    ‘I can.’


    ‘You can’t.’


    ‘Can.’


    ‘Can’t.’


    An uncomfortable pause. Then Tom said:


    ‘What’s your name?’


    ‘ ’Tisn’t any of your business, maybe.’


    ‘Well, I ’low I’ll make it my business.’


    ‘Well, why don’t you?’


    ‘If you say much I will.’


    ‘Much – much – much! There, now.’


    ‘Oh, you think you’re mighty smart, don’t you? I could lick you with one hand tied behind me, if I wanted to.’


    ‘Well, why don’t you do it! You say you can do it.’


    ‘Well, I will, if you fool with me.’


    ‘Oh, yes – I’ve seen whole families in the same fix.’


    ‘Smarty! you think you’re some now, don’t you?


    ‘Oh, what a hat!’


    ‘You can lump that hat if you don’t like it. I dare you to knock it off; and anybody that’ll take a dare will suck eggs.’


    ‘You’re a liar!’


    ‘You’re another.’


    ‘You’re a fighting liar, and darn’t take it up.’


    ‘Aw – take a walk!’


    ‘Say – if you give me much more of your sass, I’ll take and bounce a rock off’n your head.’


    ‘Oh, of course you will.’


    ‘Well, I will.’


    ‘Well, why don’t you do it, then? What do you keep saying you will for? Why don’t you do it? It’s because you’re afraid.’


    ‘I ain’t afraid.’


    ‘You are.’


    ‘I ain’t.’


    ‘You are.’


    Another pause, and more eyeing and sidling around each other. Presently they were shoulder to shoulder. Tom said:


    ‘Get away from here!’


    ‘Get away yourself!’


    ‘I won’t.’


    ‘I won’t either.’


    So they stood, each with a foot placed at an angle as a brace, and both shoving with might and main, and glowering at each other with hate. But neither could get an advantage. After struggling till both were hot and flushed, each relaxed his strain with watchful caution, and Tom said:


    ‘You’re a coward and a pup. I’ll tell my big brother on you, and he can lam you with his little finger, and I’ll make him do it, too.’


    ‘What do I care for your big brother? I’ve got a brother that’s bigger than he is; and, what’s more, he can throw him over that fence, too.’ (Both brothers were imaginary.)


    ‘That’s a lie.’


    ‘Your saying so don’t make it so.’


    Tom drew a line in the dust with his big toe, and said:


    ‘I dare you to step over that, and I’ll lick you till you can’t stand up. Anybody that’ll take a dare will steal a sheep.’


    The new boy stepped over promptly, and said:


    ‘Now you said you’d do it, now let’s see you do it.’


    ‘Don’t you crowd me, now; you better look out.’


    ‘Well, you said you’d do it – why don’t you do it?’


    ‘By jingoes, for two cents I will do it.’


    The new boy took two broad coppers out of his pocket, and held them out with derision.


    Tom struck them to the ground.


    In an instant both boys were rolling and tumbling in the dirt, gripped together like cats; and for the space of a minute they tugged and tore at each other’s hair and clothes, punched and scratched each other’s noses, and covered themselves with dust and glory. Presently the confusion took form, and through the fog of battle Tom appeared, seated astride the new boy, and pounding him with his fists.


    ‘Holler ’nuff!’ said he.


    The boy only struggled to free himself. He was crying – mainly from rage.


    ‘Holler ’nuff!’ and the pounding went on.


    At last the stranger got out a smothered ‘ ’nuff!’ and Tom let him up, and said, ‘Now that’ll learn you. Better look out who you’re fooling with next time.’


    The new boy went off brushing the dust from his clothes, sobbing, snuffling, and occasionally looking back and shaking his head, and threatening what he would do to Tom the ‘next time he caught him out.’ To which Tom responded with jeers, and started off in high feather; and as soon as his back was turned the new boy snatched up a stone, threw it, and hit him between the shoulders, and then turned tail and ran like an antelope. Tom chased the traitor home, and thus found out where he lived. He then held a position at the gate for some time, daring the enemy to come outside; but the enemy only made faces at him through the window, and declined. At last the enemy’s mother appeared, and called Tom a bad, vicious, vulgar child, and ordered him away. So he went away, but he said he ‘ ’lowed’ to ‘lag’ for that boy.


    He got home pretty late that night, and when he climbed cautiously in at the window, he uncovered an ambuscade in the person of his aunt; and when she saw the state his clothes were in, her resolution to turn his Saturday holiday into captivity at hard labour became adamantine in its firmness.

  


  
    

Chapter 2


    Saturday morning was come, and all the summer world was bright and fresh, and brimming with life. There was a song in every heart; and if the heart was young the music issued at the lips. There was cheer in every face, and a spring in every step. The locust-trees were in bloom, and the fragrance of the blossoms filled the air.


    Cardiff Hill, beyond the village and above it, was green with vegetation, and it lay just far enough away to seem a Delectable Land, dreamy, reposeful, and inviting.


    Tom appeared on the side-walk with a bucket of whitewash and a long-handled brush. He surveyed the fence and the gladness went out of nature, and a deep melancholy settled down upon his spirit. Thirty yards of board-fence nine feet high! It seemed to him that life was hollow, and existence but a burden. Sighing he dipped his brush and passed it along the topmost plank; repeated the operation; did it again; compared the insignificant whitewashed streak with the far-reaching continent of unwhitewashed fence, and sat down on a tree-box discouraged. Jim came skipping out at the gate with a tin pail, and singing Buffalo Gals.5 Bringing water from the town pump had always been hateful work in Tom’s eyes before, but now it did not strike him so. He remembered that there was company at the pump. White, mulatto, and negro boys and girls were always there waiting their turns, resting, trading playthings, quarrelling, fighting, skylarking. And he remembered that although the pump was only a hundred and fifty yards off, Jim never got back with a bucket of water under an hour; and even then somebody generally had to go after him. Tom said:


    ‘Say, Jim; I’ll fetch the water if you’ll whitewash some.’


    Jim shook his head, and said:


    ‘Can’t, Ma’rs Tom. Ole missis, she tole me I got to go an’ git dis water an’ not stop foolin’ ’roun’ wid anybody. She say she spec’ Ma’rs Tom gwyne to ax me to whitewash, an’ so she tole me go ’long an’ ’tend to my own business – she ’lowed she’d ’tend to de whitewashin’.’


    ‘Oh, never you mind what she said, Jim. That’s the way she always talks. Gimme the bucket – I won’t be gone only a minute. She won’t ever know.’


    ‘Oh, I dasn’t, Ma’rs Tom. Ole missis she’d take an’ tar de head off’n me. ’Deed she would.’


    ‘She! She never licks anybody – whacks ’em over the head with her thimble, and who cares for that, I’d like to know? She talks awful, but talk don’t hurt – anyways, it don’t if she don’t cry. Jim, I’ll give you a marble. I’ll give you a white alley!’


    Jim began to waver.


    ‘White alley, Jim! And it’s a bully taw.’


    ‘My! Dat’s a mighty gay marvel, I tell you! But, Ma’rs Tom, I’s powerful ’fraid ole missis.’


    ‘And besides, if you will I’ll show you my sore toe.’


    But Jim was only human – this attraction was too much for him. He put down his pail, took the white alley. In another minute he was flying down the street with his pail and a tingling rear, Tom was whitewashing with vigour, and Aunt Polly was retiring from the field with a slipper in her hand and triumph in her eye.


    But Tom’s energy did not last. He began to think of the fun he had planned for this day, and his sorrows multiplied. Soon the free boys would come tripping along on all sorts of delicious expeditions, and they would make a world of fun of him for having to work – the very thought of it burnt him like fire. He got out his worldly wealth and examined it – bits of toys, marbles and trash; enough to buy an exchange of work, maybe, but not enough to buy so much as half an hour of pure freedom. So he returned his straitened means to his pocket, and gave up the idea of trying to buy the boys. At this dark and hopeless moment an inspiration burst upon him! Nothing less than a great, magnificent inspiration.


    He took up his brush and went tranquilly to world. Ben Rogers hove in sight presently; the very boy, of all boys, whose ridicule he had been dreading. Ben’s gait was the hop-skip-and-jump – proof enough that his heart was light and his anticipations high. He was eating an apple, and giving a long, melodious whoop at intervals, followed by a deep-toned ding-dong-dong, ding-dong-dong, for he was personating a steamboat. As he drew near he slackened speed, took the middle of the street, leaned far over to starboard, and rounded-to ponderously and with laborious pomp and circumstance, for he was personating the Big Missouri, and considered himself to be drawing nine feet of water. He was boat, and captain, and engine-bells combined, so he had to imagine himself standing on his own hurricane deck giving the orders and executing them.


    ‘Stop her, sir! Ling-a-ling-ling.’ The headway ran almost out, and he drew up slowly toward the side-walk. ‘Ship up to back! Ling-a-ling-ling!’ His arms straightened and stiffened down his sides. ‘Set her back on the stabboard! Ting-a-ling-ling! Chow! ch-chow-wow-chow!’ his right hand meantime describing stately circles, for it was representing a forty-foot wheel. ‘Let her go back on the labboard! Ling-a-ling-ling! Chow-ch-chow-chow!’ The left hand began to describe circles.


    ‘Stop the stabboard! Ling-a-ling-ling! Stop the labboard! Come ahead on the stabboard! Stop her! Let your outside turn over slow! Ling-a-ling-ling! Chow-ow-ow! Get out that head-line! Lively, now! Come – out with your spring-line – what’re you about there? Take a turn round that stump with the bight of it! Stand by that stage now – let her go! Done with the engines, sir! Ling-a-ling-ling!


    ‘Sht! s’sht! sht!’ (trying the gauge-cocks).


    Tom went on whitewashing – paid no attention to the steamer. Ben stared a moment, and then said:


    ‘Hi-yi! You’re up a stump, ain’t you?’


    No answer. Tom surveyed his last touch with the eye of an artist; then he gave his brush another gentle sweep, and surveyed the result, as before. Ben ranged up alongside of him. Tom’s mouth watered for the apple, but he stuck to his work. Ben said:


    ‘Hallo, old chap; you got to work, hey?’


    ‘Why, it’s you, Ben! I warn’t noticing.’


    ‘Say, I’m going in a-swimming, I am. Don’t you wish you could? But of course you’d druther work, wouldn’t you? ’Course you would!’


    Tom contemplated the boy a bit, and said:


    ‘What do you call work?’


    ‘Why, ain’t that work?’


    Tom resumed his whitewashing, and answered carelessly:


    ‘Well, maybe it is, and maybe it ain’t. All I know is, it suits Tom Sawyer.’


    ‘Oh, come now, you don’t mean to let on that you like it?’


    The brush continued to move.


    ‘Like it? Well, I don’t see why I oughtn’t to like it. Does a boy get a chance to whitewash a fence every day?’


    That put the thing in a new light. Ben stopped nibbling his apple. Tom swept his brush daintily back and forth – stepped back to note the effect – added a touch here and there – criticised the effect again – Ben watching every move, and getting more and more interested, more and more absorbed. Presently he said:


    ‘Say, Tom, let me whitewash a little.’


    Tom considered – was about to consent; but he altered his mind: ‘No, no; I reckon it wouldn’t hardly do, Ben. You see Aunt Polly’s awful particular about this fence – right here on the street, you know – but if it was the back fence I wouldn’t mind, and she wouldn’t. Yes, she’s awful particular about this fence; it’s got to be done very careful; I reckon there ain’t one boy in a thousand, maybe two thousand, that can do it the way it’s got to be done.’


    ‘No – is that so? Oh, come now; lemme just try, only just a little. I’d let you, if you was me, Tom.’


    ‘Ben, I’d like to, honest injun; but Aunt Polly – well, Jim wanted to do it, but she wouldn’t let him. Sid wanted to do it, and she wouldn’t let Sid. Now, don’t you see how I am fixed? If you was to tackle this fence, and anything was to happen to it – ’


    ‘Oh, shucks; I’ll be just as careful. Now lemme try. Say – I’ll give you the core of my apple.’


    ‘Well, here. No, Ben; now don’t; I’m afeard – ’


    ‘I’ll give you all of it!’


    Tom gave up the brush with reluctance in his face but alacrity in his heart. And while the late steamer Big Missouri worked and sweated in the sun, the retired artist sat on a barrel in the shade close by, dangled his legs, munched his apple, and planned the slaughter of more innocents. There was no lack of material; boys happened along every little while; they came to jeer, but remained to whitewash. By the time Ben was fagged out, Tom had traded the next chance to Billy Fisher for a kite, in good repair; and when he played out, Johnny Miller bought in for a dead rat and a string to swing it with; and so on, and so on, hour after hour. And when the middle of the afternoon came, from being a poor poverty-stricken boy in the morning, Tom was literally rolling in wealth. He had, besides the things I have mentioned, twelve marbles, part of a Jew’s harp, a piece of blue bottle-glass to look through, a spool-cannon, a key that wouldn’t unlock anything, a fragment of chalk, a glass stopper of a decanter, a tin soldier, a couple of tadpoles, six fire-crackers, a kitten with only one eye, a brass door-knob, a dog-collar – but no dog – the handle of a knife, four pieces of orange-peel, and a dilapidated old window-sash. He had had a nice, good, idle time all the while – plenty of company – and the fence had three coats of whitewash on it! If he hadn’t run out of whitewash, he would have bankrupted every boy in the village.


    Tom said to himself that it was not such a hollow world, after all. He had discovered a great law of human action, without knowing it – namely, that in order to make a man or a boy covet a thing, it is only necessary to make the thing difficult to attain. If he had been a great and wise philosopher, like the writer of this book, he would have comprehended that work consists of whatever a body is obliged to do, and that play consists of whatever a body is not obliged to do. And this would help him to understand why constructing artificial flowers or performing on a treadmill is work, whilst rolling nine-pins or climbing Mont Blanc6 is only amusement. There are wealthy gentlemen in England who drive four-horse passenger-coaches twenty or thirty miles on a daily line in the summer, because the privilege costs them considerable money; but if they were offered wages for the service, that would turn it into work, and then they would resign.

  


  
    

Chapter 3


    Tom presented himself before Aunt Polly, who was sitting by an open window in a pleasant rearward apartment, which was bedroom, breakfast-room, dining-room, and library combined. The balmy summer air, the restful quiet, the odour of the flowers, and the drowsing murmur of the bees, had had their effect, and she was nodding over her knitting – for she had no company but the cat, and it was asleep in her lap. Her spectacles were propped up on her grey head for safety. She had thought that of course Tom had deserted long ago, and she wondered to see him place himself in her power again in this intrepid way. He said:


    ‘Mayn’t I go and play now, aunt?’


    ‘What, a’ready? How much have you done?’


    ‘It’s all done, aunt.’


    ‘Tom, don’t lie to me – I can’t bear it.’


    ‘I ain’t, aunt; it is all done.’


    Aunt Polly placed small trust in such evidence. She went out to see for herself; and she would have been content to find twenty per cent of Tom’s statement true. When she found the entire fence whitewashed, and not only whitewashed but elaborately coated and recoated, and even a streak added to the ground, her astonishment was almost unspeakable. She said:


    ‘Well, I never! There’s no getting around it: you can work when you’re a mind to, Tom.’ And then she diluted the compliment by adding: ‘But it’s powerful seldom you’re a mind to, I’m bound to say. Well, go ’long and play; but mind you get back some time in a week, or I’ll tan you.’


    She was so overcome by the splendour of his achievement that she took him into the closet and selected a choice apple, and delivered it to him, along with an improving lecture upon the added value and flavour a treat took to itself when it came without sin through virtuous effort. And while she closed with a happy Scriptural flourish, he ‘hooked’ a doughnut.


    Then he skipped out, and saw Sid just starting up the outside stairway that led to the back rooms on the second floor. Clods were handy, and the air was full of them in a twinkling. They raged around Sid like a hailstorm; and before Aunt Polly could collect her surprised faculties and rally to the rescue, six or seven clods had taken personal effect, and Tom was over the fence and gone. There was a gate, but as a general thing he was too crowded for time to make use of it. His soul was at peace, now that he had settled with Sid for calling attention to his black thread and getting him into trouble.


    Tom skirted the block, and came round into a muddy alley that led by the back of his aunt’s cow stable. He presently got safely beyond the reach of capture and punishment, and wended towards the public square of the village, where two ‘military’ companies of boys had met for conflict, according to previous appointment. Tom was general of one of these armies, Joe Harper (a bosom friend) general of the other. These two great commanders did not condescend to fight in person – that being better suited to the smaller fry – but sat together on an eminence and conducted the field operations by orders delivered through aides-de-camp. Tom’s army won a great victory, after a long and hard-fought battle. Then the dead were counted, prisoners exchanged, the terms of the next disagreement agreed upon, and the day for the necessary battle appointed; after which the armies fell into line and marched away, and Tom turned homeward alone.


    As he was passing by the house where Jeff Thatcher lived, he saw a new girl in the garden – a lovely little blue-eyed creature with yellow hair plaited into two long tails, white summer frock, and embroidered pantalettes. The fresh-crowned hero fell without firing a shot. A certain Amy Lawrence vanished out of his heart, and left not even a memory of herself behind. He had thought he loved her to distraction; he had regarded his passion as adoration; and behold it was only a poor little evanescent partiality. He had been months winning her, she had confessed hardly a week ago; he had been the happiest and the proudest boy in the world only seven short days, and here, in one instant of time, she had gone out of his heart like a casual stranger whose visit is done. He worshipped this new angel with furtive eye, till he saw that she had discovered him; then he pretended he did not know she was present, and began to ‘show off’ in all sorts of absurd boyish ways, in order to win her admiration. He kept up this grotesque foolishness for some little time; but by and by, while he was in the midst of some dangerous gymnastic performances, he glanced aside, and saw that the little girl was wending towards the house. Tom came up to the fence, and leaned on it, grieving, and hoping she would tarry yet a while longer. She halted a moment on the steps, and then moved towards the door. Tom heaved a great sigh as she put her foot on the threshold; but his face lit up, right away, for she tossed a pansy over the fence a moment before she disappeared.


    The boy ran around and stopped within a foot or two of the flower, and then shaded his eyes with his hand, and began to look down street as if he had discovered something of interest going on in that direction. Presently he picked up a straw and began trying to balance it on his nose, with his head tilted far back; and as he moved from side to side in his efforts he edged nearer and nearer towards the pansy; finally his bare foot rested upon it, his pliant toes closed upon it, and he hopped away with his treasure, and disappeared around the corner. But only for a minute – only while he could button the flower inside his jacket, next his heart, or next his stomach possibly, for he was not much posted in anatomy and not hypercritical anyway.


    He returned now and hung about the fence till nightfall, ‘showing off’ as before; but the girl never exhibited herself again, though Tom comforted himself a little with the hope that she had been near some window meantime, and been aware of his attentions. Finally, he went home reluctantly, with his poor head full of visions.


    All through supper his spirits were so high that his aunt wondered ‘what had got into the child.’ He took a good scolding about clodding Sid, and did not seem to mind it in the least. He tried to steal sugar under his aunt’s very nose, and got his knuckles rapped for it. He said:


    ‘Aunt, you don’t whack Sid when he takes it.’


    ‘Well, Sid don’t torment a body the way you do. You’d be always into that sugar if I warn’t watching you.’


    Presently she stepped into the kitchen, and Sid, happy in his immunity, reached for the sugar-bowl – a sort of glorying over Tom which was well-nigh unbearable. But Sid’s fingers slipped and the bowl dropped and broke. Tom was in ecstasies – such ecstasies that he even controlled his tongue and was silent. He said to himself that he would not speak a word, even when his Aunt came in, but would sit perfectly still till she asked who did the mischief; and then he would tell, and there would be nothing so good in the world as to see that pet model ‘catch it.’ He was so brimful of exultation that he could hardly hold himself when the old lady came back and stood above the wreck discharging lightnings of wrath from over her spectacles. He said to himself, ‘Now it’s coming!’ And the next instant he was sprawling on the floor! The potent palm was uplifted to strike again, when Tom cried out:


    ‘Hold on, now, what’re you belting me for? Sid broke it!’


    Aunt Polly paused, perplexed, and Tom looked for healing pity. But when she got her tongue again she only said:


    ‘Umph! Well, you didn’t get a lick amiss, I reckon. You’d been into some other owdacious mischief when I wasn’t around, like enough.’


    Then her conscience reproached her, and she yearned to say something kind and loving; but she judged that this would be construed into a confession that she had been in the wrong, and discipline forbade that. So she kept silence, and went about her affairs with a troubled heart. Tom sulked in a corner, and exalted his woes. He knew that in her heart his aunt was on her knees to him, and he was morosely gratified by the consciousness of it. He would hand out no signals, he would take notice of none. He knew that a yearning glance fell upon him, now and then, through a film of tears, but he refused recognition of it. He pictured himself lying sick unto death and his aunt bending over him, beseeching one little forgiving word, but he would turn his face to the wall, and die with that word unsaid. Ah, how would she feel then? And he pictured himself brought home from the river, dead, with his curls all wet, and his poor hands still for ever, and his sore heart at rest. How she would throw herself upon him, and how her tears would fall like rain, and her lips pray God to give her back her boy, and she would never, never abuse him any more! But he would lie there cold and white and make no sign – a poor little sufferer, whose griefs were at an end. He so worked upon his feelings with the pathos of these dreams that he had to keep swallowing – he was so like to choke; and his eyes swam in a blur of water, which overflowed when he winked, and ran down and trickled from the end of his nose. And such a luxury to him was this petting of his sorrows, that he could not bear to have any worldly cheeriness or any grating delight intrude upon it; it was too sacred for such contact; and so presently, when his cousin Mary danced in, all alive with the joy of seeing home again after an age-long visit of one week to the country, he got up and moved in clouds and darkness out at one door as she brought song and sunshine in at the other.


    He wandered far away from the accustomed haunts of boys, and sought desolate places that were in harmony with his spirit. A log raft in the river invited him, and he seated himself on its outer edge, and contemplated the dreary vastness of the stream, wishing the while that he could only be drowned, all at once and unconsciously, without undergoing the uncomfortable routine devised by nature. Then he thought of his flower. He got it out, rumpled and wilted, and it mightily increased his dismal felicity. He wondered if she would pity him if she knew? Would she cry, and wish that she had a right to put her arms around his neck and comfort him? Or would she turn coldly away like all the hollow world? This picture brought such an agony of pleasurable suffering that he worked it over and over again in his mind, and set it up in new and varied lights, till he wore it threadbare. At last he rose up sighing, and departed in the darkness.


    About half-past nine or ten o’clock he came along the deserted street to where the adored unknown lived; he paused a moment, no sound fell upon his listening ear; a candle was casting a dull glow upon the curtain of a second-story window. Was the sacred presence there? He climbed the fence, threaded his stealthy way through the plants, till he stood under that window; he looked up at it long, and with emotion; then he laid him down on the ground under it, disposing himself upon his back, with his hands clasped upon his breast, and holding his poor wilted flower. And thus he would die – out in the cold world, with no shelter over his homeless head, no friendly hand to wipe the death-damps from his brow, no loving face to bend pityingly over him when the great agony came. And thus she would see him when she looked out upon the glad morning – and oh! would she drop one tear upon his poor, lifeless form, would she heave one little sigh to see a bright young life so rudely blighted, so untimely cut down?


    The window went up; a maidservant’s discordant voice profaned the holy calm, and a deluge of water drenched the prone martyr’s remains!


    The strangling hero sprang up with a relieving snort; there was a whizz as of a missile in the air, mingled with the murmur of a curse, a sound as of shivering glass followed, and a small, vague form went over the fence and shot away in the gloom.


    Not long after, as Tom, all undressed for bed, was surveying his drenched garments by the light of a tallow dip, Sid woke up; but if he had any dim idea of making ‘references to allusions,’ he thought better of it, and held his peace – for there was danger in Tom’s eye. Tom turned in without the added vexation of prayers, and Sid made mental note of the omission.

  


  
    

Chapter 4


    The sun rose upon a tranquil world, and beamed down upon the peaceful village like a benediction. Breakfast over, Aunt Polly had family worship; it began with a prayer built from the ground up of solid courses of scriptural quotations, welded together with a thin mortar of originality; and from the summit of this she delivered a grim chapter of the Mosaic Law, as from Sinai.7


    Then Tom girded up his loins, so to speak, and went to work to ‘get his verses.’ Sid had learned his lesson days before. Tom bent all his energies to the memorising of five verses; and he chose part of the Sermon on the Mount, because he could find no verses that were shorter.


    At the end of half an hour Tom had a vague general idea of his lesson, but no more, for his mind was traversing the whole field of human thought, and his hands were busy with distracting recreations. Mary took his book to hear him recite, and he tried to find his way through the fog.


    ‘Blessed are the – a – a – ’8


    ‘Poor – ’


    ‘Yes – poor; blessed are the poor – a – a – ’


    ‘In spirit – ’


    ‘In spirit; blessed are the poor in spirit, for they – they – ’


    ‘Theirs – ’


    ‘For theirs. Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs – is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are they that mourn, for they – they – ’


    ‘Sh – ’


    ‘For they – a – ’


    ‘S, H, A – ’


    ‘For they S, H – Oh, I don’t know what it is!’


    ‘Shall!’


    ‘Oh, shall! for they shall – for they shall – a – a – shall mourn – a – a – blessed are they that shall – they that – a – they that shall mourn, for they shall – a – shall what? Why don’t you tell me, Mary? What do you want to be so mean for?’


    ‘Oh, Tom, you poor thick-headed thing, I’m not teasing you. I wouldn’t do that. You must go and learn it again. Don’t you be discouraged, Tom, you’ll manage it – and if you do, I’ll give you something ever so nice. There, now, that’s a good boy.’


    ‘All right! What is it, Mary? Tell me what it is.’


    ‘Never you mind, Tom. You know if I say it’s nice, it is nice.’


    ‘You bet you that’s so, Mary. All right, I’ll tackle it again.’


    And he did ‘tackle it again’; and under the double pressure of curiosity and prospective gain, he did it with such spirit that he accomplished a shining success.


    Mary gave him a brand-new ‘Barlow’ knife, worth twelve and a half cents; and the convulsion of delight that swept his system shook him to his foundations. True, the knife would not cut anything, but it was a ‘sure enough’ Barlow, and there was inconceivable grandeur in that – though where the western boys ever got the idea that such a weapon could possibly be counterfeited to its injury is an imposing mystery, and will always remain so, perhaps. Tom contrived to scarify the cupboard with it, and was arranging to begin on the bureau, when he was called off to dress for Sunday school.


    Mary gave him a tin basin of water and a piece of soap, and he went outside the door and set the basin on a little bench there; then he dipped the soap in the water and laid it down; turned up his sleeves; poured out the water on the ground gently, and then entered the kitchen, and began to wipe his face diligently on the towel behind the door. But Mary removed the towel and said:


    ‘Now ain’t you ashamed, Tom? You mustn’t be so bad. Water won’t hurt you.’


    Tom was a trifle disconcerted. The basin was refilled, and this time he stood over it a little while, gathering resolution; took in a big breath and began. When he entered the kitchen presently, with both eyes shut and groping for the towel with his hands, an honourable testimony of suds and water was dripping from his face. But when he emerged from the towel he was not yet satisfactory, for the clean territory stopped short at his chin and his jaws like a mask; below and beyond this line there was a dark expanse of unirrigated soil that spread downward in front and backward around his neck. Mary took him in hand, and when she was done with him he was a man and a brother, without distinction of colour, and his saturated hair was neatly brushed, and its short curls wrought into a dainty and symmetrical general effect. (He privately smoothed out the curls, with labour and difficulty, and plastered his hair close down to his head; for he held curls to be effeminate, and his own filled his life with bitterness.) Then Mary got out a suit of his clothing that had been used only on Sundays during two years – they were simply called his ‘other clothes’ – and so by that we know the size of his wardrobe. The girl ‘put him to rights’ after he had dressed himself; she buttoned his neat roundabout up to his chin, turned his vast shirt-collar down over his shoulders, brushed him off, and crowned him with his speckled straw hat. He now looked exceedingly improved and uncomfortable; and he was truly as uncomfortable as he looked; for there was a restraint about whole clothes and cleanliness that galled him. He hoped that Mary would forget his shoes, but the hope was blighted; she coated them thoroughly with tallow, as was the custom, and brought them out. He lost his temper, and said he was always being made to do everything he didn’t want to do. But Mary said persuasively:


    ‘Please, Tom – that’s a good boy.’


    So he got into his shoes, snarling. Mary was soon ready, and the three children set out for Sunday school, a place that Tom hated with his whole heart; but Sid and Mary were fond of it.


    Sabbath school hours were from nine to half-past ten; and then church service. Two of the children always remained for the sermon voluntarily; and the other always remained, too – for stronger reasons. The church’s high-backed uncushioned pews would seat about three hundred persons; the edifice was but a small, plain affair, with a sort of pine-board tree-box on top of it for a steeple. At the door Tom dropped back a step and accosted a Sunday-dressed comrade:


    ‘Say, Bill, got a yaller ticket?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘What’ll you take for her?’


    ‘What’ll you give?’


    ‘Piece of lickrish and a fish-hook.’


    ‘Less see ’em.’


    Tom exhibited. They were satisfactory, and the property changed hands. Then Tom traded a couple of white alleys for three red tickets, and some small trifle or other for a couple of blue ones. He waylaid other boys as they came, and went on buying tickets of various colours ten or fifteen minutes longer. He entered the church, now, with a swarm of clean and noisy boys and girls, proceeded to his seat and started a quarrel with the first boy that came handy. The teacher, a grave, elderly man, interfered; then turned his back a moment, and Tom pulled a boy’s hair in the next bench, and was absorbed in his book when the boy turned around; stuck a pin in another boy, presently, in order to hear him say ‘Ouch!’ and got a new reprimand from his teacher. Tom’s whole class were of a pattern – restless, noisy, and troublesome. When they came to recite their lessons, not one of them knew his verses perfectly, but had to be prompted all along. However, they worried through, and each got his reward in small blue tickets, each with a passage of scripture on it; each blue ticket was pay for two verses of the recitation. Ten blue tickets equalled a red one, and could be exchanged for it; ten red tickets equalled a yellow one; for ten yellow tickets the superintendent gave a very plainly bound Bible (worth forty cents in those easy times) to the pupil. How many of my readers would have the industry and application to memorise two thousand verses, even for a Doré Bible?9 And yet Mary had acquired two Bibles in this way; it was the patient work of two years: and a boy of German parentage had won four or five. He once recited three thousand verses without stopping; but the strain upon his mental faculties was too great, and he was little better than an idiot from that day forth – a grievous misfortune for the school, for on great occasions before company, the superintendent (as Tom expressed it) had always made this boy come out and ‘spread himself.’ Only the older pupils managed to keep their tickets and stick to their tedious work long enough to get a Bible, and so the delivery of one of these prizes was a rare and noteworthy circumstance; the successful pupil was so great and conspicuous for that day that on the spot every scholar’s breast was fired with a fresh ambition that often lasted a couple of weeks. It is possible that Tom’s mental stomach had never really hungered for one of those prizes, but unquestionably his entire being had for many a day longed for the glory and the éclat that came with it.


    In due course the superintendent stood up in front of the pulpit, with a closed hymn-book in his hand and his forefinger inserted between its leaves, and commanded attention. When a Sunday school superintendent makes his customary little speech, a hymn-book in the hand is as necessary as is the inevitable sheet of music in the hand of a singer who stands forward on the platform and sings a solo at a concert – though why is a mystery; for neither the hymn-book nor the sheet of music is ever referred to by the sufferer. This superintendent was a slim creature of thirty-five, with a sandy goatee, and short sandy hair; he wore a stiff standing-collar whose upper edge almost reached his ears, and whose sharp points curved forward abreast the corners of his mouth – a fence that compelled a straight look-out ahead, and a turning of the whole body when a side view was required. His chin was propped on a spreading cravat, which was as broad and as long as a bank-note, and had fringed ends; his boot toes were turned sharply up, in the fashion of the day, like sleigh-runners – an effect patiently and laboriously produced by the young men by sitting with their toes pressed against a wall for hours together. Mr Walters was very earnest of mien, and very sincere and honest at heart; and he held sacred things and places in such reverence, and so separated them from worldly matters, that unconsciously to himself his Sunday school voice had acquired a peculiar intonation which was wholly absent on week-days. He began after this fashion:


    ‘Now, children, I want you all to sit up just as straight and pretty as you can, and give me all your attention for a minute or two. There, that is it. That is the way good little boys and girls should do. I see one little girl who is looking out of the window – I am afraid she thinks I am out there somewhere – perhaps up in one of the trees making a speech to the little birds. [Applausive titter.] I want to tell you how good it makes me feel to see so many bright, clean little faces assembled in a place like this, learning to do right and be good.’


    And so forth, and so on. It is not necessary to set down the rest of the oration. It was of a pattern which does not vary, and so it is familiar to us all.


    The latter third of the speech was marred by the resumption of fights and other recreations among certain of the bad boys, and by fidgetings and whisperings that extended far and wide, washing even to the bases of isolated and incorruptible rocks like Sid and Mary. But now every sound ceased suddenly with the subsidence of Mr Walters’s voice, and the conclusion of the speech was received with a burst of silent gratitude.


    A good part of the whispering had been occasioned by an event which was more or less rare – the entrance of visitors; Lawyer Thatcher, accompanied by a very feeble and aged man, a fine, portly, middle-aged gentleman with iron-grey hair, and a dignified lady who was doubtless the latter’s wife. The lady was leading a child. Tom had been restless and full of chafings and repinings, conscience-smitten, too – he could not meet Amy Lawrence’s eye, he could not brook her loving gaze. But when he saw this small newcomer his soul was all ablaze with bliss in a moment. The next moment he was ‘showing off’ with all his might – cuffing boys, pulling hair, making faces, in a word, using every art that seemed likely to fascinate a girl, and win her applause. His exultation had but one alloy – the memory of his humiliation in this angel’s garden; and that record in sand was fast washing out under the waves of happiness that were sweeping over it now. The visitors were given the highest seat of honour, and as soon as Mr Walters’s speech was finished, he introduced them to the school. The middle-aged man turned out to be a prodigious personage: no less a one than the county judge – altogether the most august creation these children had ever looked upon; and they wondered what kind of material he was made of; and they half wanted to hear him roar, and were half afraid he might, too. He was from Constantinople, twelve miles away – so he had travelled and seen the world – these very eyes had looked upon the County Court House, which was said to have a tin roof. The awe which these reflections inspired was attested by the impressive silence and the ranks of staring eyes. This was the great Judge Thatcher, brother of their own lawyer. Jeff Thatcher immediately went forward to be familiar with the great man, and be envied by the school. It would have been music to his soul to hear the whisperings.


    ‘Look at him, Jim! he’s a-going up there. Say look! he’s a-going to shake hands with him; he is a-shaking hands with him. By jinks, don’t you wish you was Jeff?’


    Mr Walters fell to ‘showing off’ with all sorts of official bustlings and activities, giving orders, delivering judgments, discharging directions here, there, and everywhere that he could find a target. The librarian ‘showed off,’ running hither and thither with his arms full of books and making a deal of the splutter and fuss that insect authority delights in. The young lady teachers ‘showed off’ – bending sweetly over pupils that were lately being boxed, lifting pretty warning fingers at bad little boys and patting good ones lovingly. The young gentleman teachers ‘showed off’ with small scoldings and other little displays of authority and fine attention to discipline; and most of the teachers, of both sexes, found business up at the library by the pulpit; and it was business that frequently had to be done over again two or three times (with much seeming vexation). The little girls ‘showed off’ in various ways, and the little boys ‘showed off’ with such diligence that the air was thick with paper wads and the murmur of scufflings. And above it all the great man sat and beamed a majestic judicial smile upon all the house, and warmed himself in the sun of his own grandeur, for he was ‘showing off’ too. There was only one thing wanting to make Mr Walters’s ecstasy complete, and that was a chance to deliver a Bible prize and exhibit a prodigy. Several pupils had a few yellow tickets, but none had enough – he had been around among the star pupils inquiring. He would have given worlds, now, to have that German lad back again with a sound mind.


    And now at this moment, when hope was dead, Tom Sawyer came forward with nine yellow tickets, nine red tickets, and ten blue ones, and demanded a Bible! This was a thunderbolt out of a clear sky. Walters was not expecting an application from this source for the next ten years. But there was no getting around it – here were the certified checks, and they were good for their face. Tom was therefore elevated to a place with the judge and the other elect, and the great news was announced from headquarters. It was the most stunning surprise of the decade; and so profound was the sensation that it lifted the new hero up to the judicial one’s altitude, and the school had two marvels to gaze upon in place of one. The boys were all eaten up with envy; but those that suffered the bitterest pangs were those who perceived too late that they themselves had contributed to this hated splendour by trading tickets to Tom for the wealth he had amassed in selling whitewashing privileges. These despised themselves, as being the dupes of a wily fraud, a guileful snake in the grass.


    The prize was delivered to Tom with as much effusion as the superintendent could pump up under the circumstances; but it lacked somewhat of the true gush, for the poor fellow’s instinct taught him that there was a mystery here that could not well bear the light, perhaps; it was simply preposterous that this boy had warehoused two thousand sheaves of scriptural wisdom on his premises – a dozen would strain his capacity, without a doubt. Amy Lawrence was proud and glad, and she tried to make Tom see it in her face; but he wouldn’t look. She wondered; then she was just a grain troubled; next a dim suspicion came and went – came again; she watched; a furtive glance told her worlds – and then her heart broke, and she was jealous, and angry, and the tears came and she hated everybody; Tom, most of all, she thought.


    Tom was introduced to the judge; but his tongue was tied, his breath would hardly come, his heart quaked – partly because of the awful greatness of the man, but mainly because he was her parent. He would have liked to fall down and worship him, if it were in the dark. The judge put his hand on Tom’s head and called him a fine little man, and asked him what his name was. The boy stammered, gasped, and got it out.


    ‘Tom.’


    ‘Oh, no, not Tom – it is – ’


    ‘Thomas.’


    ‘Ah, that’s it. I thought there was more to it, maybe. That’s very well. But you’ve another one I dare say, and you’ll tell it to me, won’t you?’


    ‘Tell the gentleman your other name, Thomas,’ said Walters, ‘and say sir. You mustn’t forget your manners.’


    ‘Thomas Sawyer – sir.’


    ‘That’s it! that’s a good boy. Fine boy. Fine, manly little fellow. Two thousand verses is a great many – very, very great many. And you never can be sorry for the trouble you took to learn them; for knowledge is worth more than anything there is in the world; it’s what makes great men and good men; you’ll be a great man and a good man yourself some day, Thomas, and then you’ll look back and say, it’s all owing to the precious Sunday school privileges of my boyhood; it’s all owing to my good teachers that taught me to learn; it’s all owing to the good superintendent, who encouraged me and watched over me, and gave me a beautiful Bible, a splendid, elegant Bible, to keep and have it all for my own, always; it’s all owing to right bringing up! That is what you will say, Thomas; and you wouldn’t take any money for those two thousand verses, then – no, indeed you wouldn’t. And now you wouldn’t mind telling me and this lady some of the things you’ve learned – no, I know you wouldn’t – for we are proud of little boys that learn. Now no doubt you know the names of all the twelve disciples. Won’t you tell us the names of the first two that were appointed?’


    Tom was tugging at a button and looking sheepish. He blushed now, and his eyes fell. Mr Walters’s heart sank within him. He said to himself, It is not possible that the boy can answer the simplest question – why did the judge ask him? Yet he felt obliged to speak up and say:


    ‘Answer the gentleman, Thomas – don’t be afraid.’


    Tom still hung fire.


    ‘Now, I know you’ll tell me,’ said the lady. ‘The names of the first two disciples were – ’


    ‘David and Goliath!’10


    Let us draw the curtain of charity over the rest of the scene.

  


  
    

Chapter 5


    About half-past ten the cracked bell of the small church began to ring, and presently the people began to gather for the morning sermon. The Sunday school children distributed themselves about the house, and occupied pews with their parents, so as to be under supervision. Aunt Polly came, and Tom, and Sid, and Mary sat with her – Tom being placed next the aisle, in order that he might be as far away from the open window and the seductive outside summer scenes as possible. The crowd filed up the aisles; the aged and needy postmaster, who had seen better days; the mayor and his wife – for they had a mayor there, among other unnecessaries; the justice of the peace; the widow Douglas, fair, smart and forty, a generous, good-hearted soul and well-to-do, her hill mansion the only palace in the town, and the most hospitable and much the most lavish in the matter of festivities that St Petersburg could boast; the bent and venerable Major and Mrs Ward; Lawyer Riverson, the new notable from a distance; next the belle of the village, followed by a troop of lawn-clad and ribbon-decked young heart-breakers; then all the young clerks in town in a body – for they had stood in the vestibule sucking their cane heads, a circling wall of oiled and simpering admirers, till the last girl had run their gauntlet; and last of all came the model boy, Willie Mufferson, taking as heedful care of his mother as if she were cut glass. He always brought his mother to church, and was the pride of all the matrons. The boys all hated him, he was so good; and besides, he had been ‘thrown up to them’ so much. His white handkerchief was hanging out of his pocket behind, as usual on Sundays – accidentally. Tom had no handkerchief, and he looked upon boys who had as snobs. The congregation being fully assembled now, the bell rang once more, to warn laggards and stragglers, and then a solemn hush fell upon the church, which was only broken by the tittering and whispering of the choir in the gallery. The choir always uttered and whispered all through service. There was once a church choir that was not ill-bred, but I have forgotten where it was now. It was a great many years ago, and I can scarcely remember anything about it, but I think it was in some foreign country.


    The minister gave out the hymn, and read it through with a relish, in a peculiar style which was much admired in that part of the country. His voice began on a medium key, and climbed steadily up till it reached a certain point, where it bore with strong emphasis upon the topmost word, and then plunged down as if from a spring-board:
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