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INTRODUCTION Pudd’nhead Wilson: THE ABSURDITY OF RACE


In Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894), Mark Twain looked back to the same antebellum Southern life he had recorded in Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn. What he found there, however, could not be reconciled with the life he had previously memorialized. Confronted by violent white Southern backlash against African Americans and the wild economic disparities and swift changes of the Gilded Age, Twain produced a famously fractured and fantastic novel. Switched babies, white-skinned “black” slaves, a man dressed as a woman, a woman dressed as a man, masters who are slaves and slaves who become masters, a son who sells his own mother down the river, a mother who has given her son an entirely different identity (and can take it away), with a pair of dispossessed twin Italian counts thrown in for good measure—the world of Pudd’nhead Wilson is a world of reversals, disguises, and duplicity.

Twain blamed his novel’s brilliant strangeness on its difficult production. He wrote two novels in one, he tells us, and had to “perform a caesarean” on Pudd’nhead, “pulling out” his novel about conjoined twins “by the roots” from the womb of his novel about a white slave owner and a nearly white slave switched in the cradle and the rise to small-town fame of a once-ostracized New Yorker lawyer, David “Pudd’nhead” Wilson. Literary historians are skeptical about Twain’s version of the “birth” of Pudd’nhead. Some claim Twain, strapped for cash and suffering from a creative ebb, was forced to turn out the novel for purely financial reasons. But no amount of delving in the archives or speculating about Twain’s motives can explain away the novel we are left with today, or lessen its impact.

Pudd’nhead is a tragicomic exploration of the lines that divide white from black, slave from master, mother from child, rich from poor, the powerful from the oppressed, and success from failure. It makes us laugh, but it is a startled, uneasy laughter likely to be followed by much thought. Critics of the book have seen in it parables of everything from a divided nation to Twain’s own ambivalence about his double life as a celebrity and a writer. And while it is generally agreed that the novel is Twain’s sharpest examination of race, there is no agreement about what, exactly, the results of this examination tell us. Pudd’nhead shows us both the absurdity of hoping for easy resolutions, and the absurdity of the rigid codes and laws we use to pretend we have achieved such resolutions. As such, it offers us insight into Twain’s strange times, and our own.


The Life and Work of Mark Twain

Mark Twain was born Samuel Langhorn Clemens on November 30, 1835, in Florida, Missouri. When he was born, Halley’s comet, which passes close to Earth every seventy-six years, was visible in the night sky—an astronomical event that ancients considered an indicator that something of great historical significance was about to happen. Twain was well aware that he was born under this auspicious sign, and he sometimes made humorous reference to it. When Mark Twain died on April 21, 1910, Halley’s comet was again blazing across the sky. It seems fitting that so unusual a man should have such conspicuous celestial bookends for his life. His life spanned a particularly dramatic portion of U.S. history, and he managed to be right in the thick of the action for most of it.

Samuel Clemens started out in modest surroundings in a respectable family of six children in Missouri. The Clemens family had been settled in Hannibal, Missouri, for several years when young Samuel’s father died, leaving the family in a difficult financial position. Samuel quit school at age twelve and took several odd jobs before becoming apprenticed to a local printer. In this capacity, he gained exposure to a wide range of writing, and he discovered he had the talent and the ambition to become a writer himself. He soon launched a career as a sort of traveling reporter, writing humorous sketches and articles for newspapers in cities such as St. Louis, New York, Philadelphia, and Cincinnati. In 1857, he headed to New Orleans with plans to travel by ship to South America. Instead, he apprenticed himself to a riverboat captain and spent the next two years traveling up and down the Mississippi River.

Hostilities between the North and South brought commercial traffic on the Mississippi to a halt in 1861, and Clemens had to give up his fledgling career. He served as a soldier in a group of Confederate volunteers in 1861 but quit after a couple of weeks and decided to head out to Nevada Territory, where the legendary Comstock Lode was struck in 1859. The Comstock Lode was a huge silver and gold deposit that produced hundreds of millions of dollars in gold and silver. His luck as a prospector was not so good, and Samuel turned once again to newspaper work, writing for the Territorial Enterprise in Virginia City. In 1863, he began signing his articles “Mark Twain”—an expression used by riverboat crewmen to refer to a safe navigating depth of two fathoms.

In 1864, Twain (as he was now known professionally) started working for a San Francisco paper and later traveled for the paper to what are now called the Hawaiian Islands. He wrote about his travels and lectured about Hawaii upon his return to San Francisco. In many ways, Twain introduced Hawaii to the U.S. mainland. Tourism to Hawaii began in the 1860s. Twain continued to travel extensively in Europe and the Holy Land for a couple more years. In 1870, he married Olivia Langdon. They settled in Hartford, Connecticut.

Olivia gave birth to four children: a son named Langdon, born in 1870, who died at the age of two; Susy, born in March 1872; Clara, born in 1874; and Jean, born in 1880. Twain’s literary career blossomed during this period, and his fortunes soared. He published Roughing It in 1872 and The Adventures of Tom Sawyer in 1876.

He published The Prince and the Pauper, a popular success, in 1881. But Twain reached his literary zenith in 1885 with the publication of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Though controversial, the book was widely recognized as an important achievement in American literature. Twain followed that up with the publication of several more books, including A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (1889) and Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894).

The 1890s proved tragic for Twain. He had made a number of questionable investments, and the nationwide financial panic of 1893 left him bankrupt. He was forced to book a worldwide lecture series to rebuild his fortune. The tour cemented his professional reputation and he earned the admiration of many of the leading artists and writers of Europe. Though his fame grew, his family suffered. In 1896, his daughter Susy died of meningitis. After a long illness, his wife died in 1904. In 1909, his daughter Jean died. Twain was left bitter and lonely. His later work, such as What Is Man?, was especially dark and cynical. He died in Connecticut in 1910. And although only his daughter Clara outlived him, thousands of mourners filed past his casket to pay their respects at his funeral.

Historical and Literary Context of Pudd’nhead Wilson


Jim Crow and Miscegenation

Though Pudd’nhead is set in the same pre–Civil War era as Huckleberry Finn and the other stories Twain based on his memories of a Missouri childhood, it is rife with the tensions of the post–Civil War era and its obsessions. Twain wrote Pudd’nhead as the former Confederate states were rushing to fill the legal vacuum left by slavery’s disintegration with new, sharply repressive measures. The laws and social precedents they established to preserve white supremacy were collectively known as “Jim Crow laws” or simply “Jim Crow” (the term was originally a derogatory name for a male slave). Jim Crow destroyed the early promise of a better life for postwar African Americans and paved the way for decades of legal oppression and the tacit approval of the reign of violence and terror propagated by ceremonial lynchings, the Ku Klux Klan, and other less visible forms of oppression. Many of the legal precedents set in this era held for the next sixty years or more until the Civil Rights movement. The effects of this era still reverberate today.

Many of the Jim Crow laws pertained to the definition of blackness and to maintaining the separation between blacks and whites. Attitudes toward miscegenation, the production of mixed-race children, changed drastically during the Jim Crow era. With the repressive mechanism of slavery in place, miscegenation could be treated as an unthreatening open secret. Though Twain represents Roxy’s relationship with her son’s father as voluntary, slaves were chattel and had no power to refuse anything that was demanded of them. Rape, sexual coercion, and sexual harassment were everyday facts of life for enslaved African women. Light-skinned slaves were simply evidence of the master’s complete and total power over his property. In fact, light-skinned slaves were often treated as being more delicate and refined than their darker counter-parts and were used as “house slaves” rather than field hands. However, after the Civil War miscegenation came to be regarded with disgust and shame. It was illegal for blacks and whites to intermarry or have sexual relations. Black men accused of raping white women (that a white woman might have voluntary sex with a black man was unthinkable) were lynched.

It was into this increasingly tense social atmosphere that Twain set his novel about an all-but-white slave and her son. Many scholars have suggested that the events of the day had strongly affected Twain’s perception of his childhood in pre–Civil War Missouri. Certainly these tensions help explain why—though the novel does deal with some of the evils of slavery itself—the bulk of its attention is turned toward slavery’s pervasive aftereffects and the tenuousness of freedom.

Fingerprints, Twins, and the Eugenics Movement

One important background source for Pudd’nhead is Francis Galton’s Fingerprints. Galton was the father of the eugenics movement, which attempted to provide scientific justification for racist beliefs, and then worked politically to maintain the “purity” of the “superior races.” Eugenicist theories were vital to many violent, racist campaigns, not the least of which was Hitler’s genocidal campaign against the Jews of Europe during World War II. Fingerprints, published in 1892, was an important early attempt to explore fingerprints as a scientific way to identify people, but it was deeply implicated in racism and imperialism. Galton became interested in fingerprinting as a way to identify people after the British began using them to identify their subjects in India. Fingerprints were useful in the colonies, Galton felt, since colonial subjects were not only inclined to lie and steal, but also were often impossible to tell apart from one another. In Fingerprints he writes of his attempts to identify specific types of fingerprints for particular racial groups, particularly “Negroes,” though he eventually had to admit that he was unable to do so.

Galton’s primary focus as a researcher, along with many other scientists of his day, was heredity. He tried to prove that such characteristics as laziness, stupidity, ingenuity, thrift, and so on were “in the blood,” inherent to the physical being of certain races. (For Galton and many others in the nineteenth century, “race” included nationality, a fact highly relevant to the waves of immigrants just beginning to arrive in the United States.) However, other researchers thought that these kinds of characteristics might be learned. The kind of person you became, they argued, depended on how you were brought up. Twins were, and still are, very important to the “nature vs. nurture” debate. Since twins are physically the same, researchers argued, any differences must be due to their interactions with the outside world. For example, though the twins who influenced Twain were actually conjoined, the Scientific American journal described them as opposites in temperament and behavior.

Realism, Experimentation, and Twain’s Late Career

In terms of literary movements, Twain’s work is generally seen as part of American literary realism. Literary realism, a reaction against the more fantastical and sentimental fiction of the American romantic period, featured accurate representations of the lives of Americans in various contexts. Realists valued detail and plausibility in their fiction. Characters were complex, flawed people with believable motives. The language used in books by realists was straightforward and sometimes comic or satiric, but not flowery or overtly poetic (although much realistic writing is very beautiful). Other American writers whose works can be seen as realistic were Henry James, author of such books as Daisy Miller (1879) and The Golden Bowl (1904), and Edith Wharton, author of The House of Mirth (1905), Ethan Frome (1911), and many other books. Twain distinguished himself from other writers of this period by his use of humor and his masterful skill in portraying common American speech. His ability in Huckleberry Finn, for example, to deliver an entire book written in the uneducated voice of a boy from Missouri is remarkable.

Twain wrote Pudd’nhead Wilson late in his career. Though it is set in more or less the same remembered South as Huckleberry Finn, it is a far more bold and bitter confrontation with those memories. It is also more experimental. In some ways Pudd’nhead Wilson fits the general definition of Twain’s work, but in many other ways it does not. It partakes of realism in its complex portrait of Roxy and its finely drawn portrait of a “slave worked” Southern town, right down to the geraniums on the doorsteps. But it is also influenced by Twain’s attachment to the folk traditions he drew upon heavily in his early works and that helped form the basis of his humor. (The swapping of two babies, for example, is an old folk story already explored by Twain in The Prince and the Pauper [1882].) Most of all, Pudd’nhead is a pastiche of many of the popular genres of Twain’s day, particularly melodrama and the detetective story. In addition, as many of its baffled readers have noted, the structure of the novel and its characters are not particularly well unified. As Twain explained, not altogether truthfully, this is partly due to the novel’s publishing history, wherein one book, The Tragedy of Pudd’nhead Wilson and Those Extraordinary Twins, became two books, which are sometimes published together, and sometimes (as in this volume) presented separately. However, even if Twain had never performed his “caesarian operation,” pulling one book out from the other, the novel would have been a very strange tale indeed, far more fairy tale than realistic recollection.






CHRONOLOGY OF MARK TWAIN’S LIFE AND WORK



	1835: Samuel Langhorn Clemens born November 30 in Florida, Missouri.

	1839: John Clemens, Samuel’s father, moves his family to nearby Hannibal, where Samuel spends his boyhood.

	1848: Samuel becomes apprentice printer.

	1852: Samuel begins editing his brother’s newspaper and publishing his own humorous sketches.

	1853: Leaves Hannibal and begins working as a traveling reporter in such cities as St. Louis, New York, Philadelphia, and Cincinnati.

	1857: Becomes apprenticed to a riverboat captain.

	1861: Tries prospecting for silver in the Nevada Territory.

	1863: Uses the pseudonym “Mark Twain” for the first time, on a travel sketch.

	1864: Moves to San Francisco and continues working as a journalist.

	1866: Travels to Hawaii (then called the Sandwich Islands) as a correspondent for a newspaper in Sacramento. Lectures about his travels upon his return.

	1867: Travels to Europe and the Holy Land. Publishes The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County and Other Sketches.


	1869: Innocents Abroad published.

	1870: Twain marries Olivia Langdon. Son Langdon Clemens is born prematurely (dies two years later).

	1871: Twain and family move to Hartford, Connecticut.

	1872: Daughter Susy born. Roughing It published.

	1874: Daughter Clara born.

	1876: Publication of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer.


	1880: Daughter Jean born. Twain loses thousands on a bad investment. Publishes A Tramp Abroad.


	1881: Publication of The Prince and the Pauper.


	1883: Publication of Life on the Mississippi.


	1885: Publication of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.


	1889: Publication of A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court.


	1894: Publication of The Tragedy of Pudd’nhead Wilson.


	1896: Daughter Susy dies of spinal meningitis.

	1904: Twain’s wife, Olivia, dies.

	1909: Daughter Jean dies; daughter Clara marries.

	1910: Twain dies on April 21 and is buried in Elmira, New York.








HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF Pudd’nhead Wilson



	1808: Congress outlaws the importation of African slaves.

	1811: The first steamboat sailed on the Mississippi.

	1820: Missouri Compromise allows for admission of Missouri into Union as a slave state.

	1821: Missouri granted statehood.

	1831: A slave named Nat Turner led about sixty other slaves in a rebellion and killed about fifty-five white people in Virginia. He and the other slaves were caught and hanged.

	1845: Texas agrees to be annexed by the United States and becomes the twenty-eighth state.

	1846: Mexican-American War begins over Texas annexation. The United States wins a speedy victory and claims most of the western part of the country (the territory that is now California, Arizona, Nevada, Utah, Colorado, Wyoming, and parts of New Mexico). The question of slavery in new territories is again hotly debated.

	
1850: The Compromise of 1850 includes the Fugitive Slave Act, which required all citizens to assist in the return of fugitive slaves to their owners and denied fugitives the right to a jury trial.

	1854: Kansas-Nebraska Act passed, repealing the Missouri Compromise and allowing states to decide the question of slavery for themselves.

	1857: Dred Scott decision by U.S. Supreme Court rules that a slave’s residence in a free state or free territory does not make him free.

	1859: Abolitionist John Brown and followers raid the U.S. arsenal at Harpers Ferry in what is now West Virginia and try to start a slave insurrection. Brown is caught and hanged for treason.

	1861: Civil War begins.

	1863: President Lincoln issues the Emancipation Proclamation, freeing all slaves.

	1865: Lincoln assassinated; Thirteenth Amendment abolishes slavery; Civil War ends with General Robert E. Lee’s surrender to General Ulysses S. Grant; Ku Klux Klan formed.

	1869: Fifteenth Amendment gives blacks the right to vote.

	1875: Congress passes Civil Rights Act entitling “all citizens” to “equal enjoyment” of public transportation, lodging, and entertainment.

	1880s: From the beginning of the 1880s through 1930, an average of one black person per week was lynched by a white mob in the South.

	1883: Supreme Court rules Civil Rights Act unconstitutional.

	1891: Scientific American publishes article on Italian conjoined babies, “The Tocci Twins.”

	
1892: Francis Galton, father of eugenics, publishes Fingerprints.


	1896: Supreme Court upholds 1892 Plessy v. Ferguson decision, legalizing “separate but equal” doctrine.

	1910: Fully codified system of legal segregation and white supremacy known as “Jim Crow laws” in place in every state of the former Confederacy.








A WHISPER TO THE READER



There is no character, howsoever good and fine, but it can be destroyed by ridicule, howsoever poor and witless. Observe the ass, for instance: his character is about perfect, he is the choicest spirit among all the humbler animals, yet see what ridicule has brought him to. Instead of feeling complimented when we are called an ass, we are left in doubt.

—Pudd’nhead Wilson’s Calendar



A PERSON WHO IS IGNORANT of legal matters is always liable to make mistakes when he tries to photograph a court scene with his pen; and so I was not willing to let the law chapters in this book go to press without first subjecting them to rigid and exhausting revision and correction by a trained barrister—if that is what they are called. These chapters are right now in every detail, for they were rewritten under the immediate eye of William Hicks, who studied law part of a while in southwest Missouri thirty-five years ago and then came over here to Florence for his health and is still helping for exercise and board in Macaroni Vermicelli’s horse-feed shed, which is up the back alley as you turn around the corner out of the Piazza del Duomo just beyond the house where that stone that Dante used to sit on1 six hundred years ago is let into the wall when he let on to be watching them build Giotto’s campanile and yet always got tired looking as soon as Beatrice passed along on her way to get a chunk of chestnut cake to defend herself with in case of a Ghibelline outbreak before she got to school, at the same old stand where they sell the same old cake to this day and it is just as light and good as it was then, too, and this is not flatery, far from it. He was a little rusty on his law, but he rubbed up for this book, and those two or three legal chapters are right and straight now. He told me so himself.

Given under my hand this second day of January, 1893,2 at the Villa Viviani,3 village of Settignano, three miles back of Florence, on the hills—the same certainly affording the most charming view to be found on this planet, and with it the most dreamlike and enchanting sunsets to be found in any planet or even in any solar system—and given, too, in the swell room of the house, with the busts of Cerretani senators and other grandees of this line looking approvingly down upon me as they used to look down upon Dante, and mutely asking me to adopt them into my family, which I do with pleasure, for my remotest ancestors are but spring chickens compared with these robed and stately antiques, and it will be a great and satisfying lift for me, that six hundred years will.

MARK TWAIN






Chapter I PUDD’NHEAD WINS HIS NAME



Tell the truth or trump—but get the trick.

—Pudd’nhead Wilson’s Calendar



THE SCENE OF THIS CHRONICLE is the town of Dawson’s Landing, on the Missouri side of the Mississippi,1 half a day’s journey, per steamboat, below St. Louis.

In 1830 it was a snug little collection of modest one and two-story frame dwellings whose whitewashed exteriors were almost concealed from sight by climbing tangles of rose vines, honeysuckles, and morning-glories. Each of these pretty homes had a garden in front fenced with white palings, and opulently stocked with hollyhocks, marigolds, touch-me-nots, prince’s-feathers, and other old-fashioned flowers; while on the window-sills of the houses stood wooden boxes containing moss-rose plants and terra-cotta pots in which grew a breed of geranium whose spread of intensely red blossoms accented the prevailing pink tint of the rose-clad house-front like an explosion of flame. When there was room on the ledge outside of the pots and boxes for a cat, the cat was there—in sunny weather—stretched at full length, asleep and blissful, with her furry belly to the sun and a paw curved over her nose. Then that house was complete, and its contentment and peace were made manifest to the world by this symbol, whose testimony is infallible. A home without a cat—and a well-fed, well-petted and properly revered cat—may be a perfect home, perhaps, but how can it prove title?

All along the streets, on both sides, at the outer edge of the brick sidewalks, stood locust-trees with trunks protected by wooden boxing, and these furnished shade for summer and a sweet fragrance in spring when the clusters of buds came forth. The main street, one block back from the river, and running parallel with it, was the sole business street. It was six blocks long, and in each block two or three brick stores three stories high towered above interjected bunches of little frame shops. Swinging signs creaked in the wind, the street’s whole length. The candy-striped pole, which indicates nobility proud and ancient along the palace-bordered canals of Venice, indicated merely the humble barber shop along the main street of Dawson’s Landing. On a chief corner stood a lofty unpainted pole wreathed from top to bottom with tin pots and pans and cups, the chief tinmonger’s noisy notice to the world (when the wind blew) that his shop was on hand for business at that corner.

The hamlet’s front was washed by the clear waters of the great river; its body stretched itself rearward up a gentle incline; its most rearward border fringed itself out and scattered its houses about the baseline of the hills; the hills rose high, inclosing the town in a half-moon curve, clothed with forests from foot to summit.

Steamboats passed up and down every hour or so. Those belonging to the little Cairo line and the little Memphis line always stopped; the big Orleans liners stopped for hails only,2 or to land passengers or freight; and this was the case also with the great flotilla of “transients.” These latter came out of a dozen rivers—the Illinois, the Missouri, the Upper Mississippi, the Ohio, the Monongahela, the Tennessee, the Red River, the White River, and so on; and were bound every whither and stocked with every imaginable comfort or necessity which the Mississippi’s communities could want, from the frosty Falls of St. Anthony3 down through nine climates to torrid New Orleans.

Dawson’s Landing was a slaveholding town, with a rich slave-worked grain and pork country back of it. The town was sleepy and comfortable and contented. It was fifty years old, and was growing slowly—very slowly, in fact, but still it was growing.

The chief citizen was York Leicester Driscoll, about forty years old, judge of the county court. He was very proud of his old Virginian ancestry, and in his hospitalities and his rather formal and stately manners he kept up its traditions. He was fine and just and generous. To be a gentleman—a gentleman without stain or blemish—was his only religion, and to it he was always faithful. He was respected, esteemed, and beloved by all the community. He was well off, and was gradually adding to his store. He and his wife were very nearly happy, but not quite, for they had no children. The longing for the treasure of a child had grown stronger and stronger as the years slipped away, but the blessing never came—and was never to come.

With this pair lived the Judge’s widowed sister, Mrs. Rachel Pratt, and she also was childless—childless, and sorrowful for that reason, and not to be comforted. The women were good and commonplace people, and did their duty and had their reward in clear consciences and the community’s approbation. They were Presbyterians, the Judge was a free-thinker.4

Pembroke Howard, lawyer and bachelor, aged about forty, was another old Virginian grandee with proved descent from the First Families.5 He was a fine, brave, majestic creature, a gentleman according to the nicest requirements of the Virginia rule, a devoted Presbyterian, an authority on the “code,”6 and a man always courteously ready to stand up before you in the field if any act or word of his had seemed doubtful or suspicious to you, and explain it with any weapon you might prefer from brad-awls to artillery. He was very popular with the people, and was the Judge’s dearest friend.

Then there was Colonel Cecil Burleigh Essex, another F. F. V. of formidable caliber—however, with him we have no concern.

Percy Northumberland Driscoll, brother to the Judge, and younger than he by five years, was a married man, and had had children around his hearthstone; but they were attacked in detail by measles, croup, and scarlet fever, and this had given the doctor a chance with his effective antediluvian methods; so the cradles were empty. He was a prosperous man, with a good head for speculations, and his fortune was growing. On the 1st of February, 1830, two boy babes were born in his house; one to him, the other to one of his slave girls, Roxana by name. Roxana was twenty years old. She was up and around the same day, with her hands full, for she was tending both babies.

Mrs. Percy Driscoll died within the week. Roxy remained in charge of the children. She had her own way, for Mr. Driscoll soon absorbed himself in his speculations and left her to her own devices.

In that same month of February, Dawson’s Landing gained a new citizen. This was Mr. David Wilson, a young fellow of Scotch parentage. He had wandered to this remote region from his birthplace in the interior of the state of New York, to seek his fortune. He was twenty-five years old, college-bred, and had finished a post-college course in an Eastern law school a couple of years before.

He was a homely, freckled, sandy-haired young fellow, with an intelligent blue eye that had frankness and comradeship in it and a covert twinkle of a pleasant sort. But for an unfortunate remark of his, he would no doubt have entered at once upon a successful career at Dawson’s Landing. But he made his fatal remark the first day he spent in the village, and it “gaged” him. He had just made the acquaintance of a group of citizens when an invisible dog began to yelp and snarl and howl and make himself very comprehensively disagreeable, whereupon young Wilson said, much as one who is thinking aloud:

“I wish I owned half of that dog.”

“Why?” somebody asked.

“Because I would kill my half.”

The group searched his face with curiosity, with anxiety even, but found no light there, no expression that they could read. They fell away from him as from something uncanny, and went into privacy to discuss him. One said:

“ ’Pears to be a fool.”

“ ’Pears?” said another. “Is, I reckon you better say.”

“Said he wished he owned half of the dog, the idiot,” said a third. “What did he reckon would become of the other half if he killed his half? Do you reckon he thought it would live?”

“Why, he must have thought it, unless he is the down-rightest fool in the world; because if he hadn’t thought it, he would have wanted to own the whole dog, knowing that if he killed his half and the other half died, he would be responsible for that half just the same as if he had killed that half instead of his own. Don’t it look that way to you, gents?”

“Yes, it does. If he owned one half of the general dog, it would be so; if he owned one end of the dog and another person owned the other end, it would be so, just the same; particularly in the first case, because if you kill one half of a general dog, there ain’t any man that can tell whose half it was, but if he owned one end of the dog, maybe he could kill his end of it and—”

“No, he couldn’t, either; he couldn’t and not be responsible if the other end died, which it would. In my opinion the man ain’t in his right mind.”

“In my opinion he hain’t got any mind.”

No. 3 said: “Well, he’s a lummox, anyway.”

“That’s what he is,” said No. 4, “he’s a labrick7—just a Simon-pure labrick, if ever there was one.”

“Yes, sir, he’s a dam fool, that’s the way I put him up,” said No. 5. “Anybody can think different that wants to, but those are my sentiments.”

“I’m with you, gentlemen,” said No. 6. “Perfect jackass—yes, and it ain’t going too far to say he is a pudd’nhead. If he ain’t a pudd’nhead, I ain’t no judge, that’s all.”

Mr. Wilson stood elected. The incident was told all over the town, and gravely discussed by everybody. Within a week he had lost his first name; Pudd’nhead took its place. In time he came to be liked, and well liked, too; but by that time the nickname had got well stuck on, and it stayed. That first day’s verdict made him a fool, and he was not able to get it set aside, or even modified. The nickname soon ceased to carry any harsh or unfriendly feeling with it, but it held its place, and was to continue to hold its place for twenty long years.






Chapter II DRISCOLL SPARES HIS SLAVES



Adam was but human—this explains it all. He did not want the apple for the apple’s sake, he wanted it only because it was forbidden. The mistake was in not forbidding the serpent: then he would have eaten the serpent.

—Pudd’nhead Wilson’s Calendar



PUDD’NHEAD WILSON had a trifle of money when he arrived, and he bought a small house on the extreme western verge of the town. Between it and Judge Driscoll’s house there was only a grassy yard, with a paling fence dividing the properties in the middle. He hired a small office down in the town and hung out a tin sign with these words on it:

DAVID WILSON

ATTORNEY AND COUNSELOR-AT-LAW

SURVEYING, CONVEYANCING, ETC.

But his deadly remark had ruined his chance—at least in the law. No clients came. He took down his sign after a while and put it up on his own house with the law features knocked out of it. It offered his services now in the humble capacities of land-surveyor and expert accountant. Now and then he got a job of surveying to do, and now and then a merchant got him to straighten out his books. With Scotch patience and pluck he resolved to live down his reputation and work his way into the legal field yet. Poor fellow! he could not foresee that it was going to take him such a weary long time to do it.

He had a rich abundance of idle time, but it never hung heavy on his hands, for he interested himself in every new thing that was born into the universe of ideas, and studied it and experimented upon it at his house. One of his pet fads was palmistry.1 To another one he gave no name, neither would he explain to anybody what its purpose was, but merely said it was an amusement. In fact, he had found that his fads added to his reputation as a pudd’nhead; therefore he was growing chary of being too communicative about them. The fad without a name was one which dealt with people’s finger-marks. He carried in his coat pocket a shallow box with grooves in it, and in the grooves strips of glass five inches long and three inches wide. Along the lower edge of each strip was pasted a slip of white paper. He asked people to pass their hands through their hair (thus collecting upon them a thin coating of the natural oil) and then make a thumb-mark on a glass strip, following it with the mark of the ball of each finger in succession. Under this row of faint grease-prints he would write a record on the strip of white paper—thus:
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