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Praise for Mark Twain: A Life


“A sweeping account of the personality and career of the man who, Powers writes, ‘found a voice for his country’ . . . Mr. Powers skillfully places his subject in historical context [and] quite rightly focuses on Twain’s pitch-perfect ear and keen eye . . . A convincing portrait of Twain as a volatile, moody, guiltridden, desperately insecure man who was often a puzzle to himself.”


—The New York Times


“Powers has given us the whole man. We feel we know him, as well as we can, as well as his most perceptive friend and fellow writer William Dean Howells knew him. Along the way Powers brings to vivid life Twain’s America. . . . No biography of Mark Twain could do him full justice. Powers’ comes as close as you can imagine.”


—Los Angeles Times


“[Powers’s] gift here is, first, to deliver the writer to us with subtlety and sensitivity, and then to set Twain’s life story in the context of the growth of the United States . . . the book offers some particularly lovely pleasures. . . . Writing about a man vastly uncomfortable with sentiment, Powers manages to deliver Twain as an emotional being.”


—The Christian Science Monitor


“Powers captures Twain in high definition.”


—The Boston Globe


“Wise and lively . . . One of the many virtues of Mark Twain: A Life is its scrupulous justice. . . . Powers is formidably equipped by experience, geography, curiosity, patience and open-heartedness to succeed. . . . He recounts the cultural and political history of his subject’s time with easy authority. . . . His reading of the texts is always responsible, often shrewd and calculatingly modest. . . . His command of Twain’s era is so authoritative that he can compress an entire sociology of class and consumption into an offhand reference to Twain’s Hartford mansion.”


—The New York Times Book Review


“The definitive life of an American icon . . . superb, highly readable. Ron Powers does more than limn Twain’s greatness as a writer and as an influence on subsequent authors. A best-selling historian, he places Twain adroitly in his historical context, showing the manifold ways in which the writer reflected his times and the ways in which his times helped to create him. In the process of depicting Twain’s flamboyant and ultimately tragic life experiences, Powers also manages to convey the whole of the brawling, sprawling 19th century in America. Mark Twain: A Life supersedes even Justin Kaplan’s excellent 1966 biography, Mr. Clemens and Mark Twain, and surely becomes the definitive portrait. Splendidly written, full of vibrant detail, and marked by a wit and humor in the telling that surely would have pleased its subject, this is one of the best American literary biographies to appear in many years.”


—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution


“You can judge some books by their covers, and this is one. The sardonic humorist, his hair not yet the saintly white of old age, stares at us with a disapproving yet somehow wicked eye. His pugnacious nose sits over a stern mouth partially concealed by a falsely avuncular mustache. He’s ready to tell us Americans precisely what he thinks of us—and make us laugh while we wince. That’s the Samuel Clemens/Mark Twain that Powers captures so vividly in this biography.”


—The Charlotte Observer


“Magisterial . . . almost certainly will become the go-to guide for readers wanting to learn as much as they can about the man in a single volume. And what a read it is. . . . As Robert Caro has done for Lyndon Johnson, Powers takes a deep draught of that fragrant air surrounding his subject and turns his prose into an homage. . . . Twain might have hoped his own biographer would be as thorough and thoughtful as was the ancient Roman [Suetonius]. In which case, he can rest easily now.”


—The Denver Post


“Rollicking . . . Drawing on an array of sources, including newly available letters, Powers presents a portrait of Twain as engaging and detailed as we are ever likely to have, a worthy successor to the classic biography by Justin Kaplan, now forty years in the past. . . . After his lifelong defiance of most every conventional belief, Twain was left with nothing in which to believe but figments of his imagination. What remained was a body of literature at once dazzling and bleak, along with a life story to match.”


—The Weekly Standard


“Mr. Powers [is] a mighty fine writer . . . He has accomplished that rare feat of fusing biography and history. In Mr. Powers’s biography, I was able to see Twain more clearly than ever before. . . . What Twain and his heirs did was fashion out of American idioms and the natural urge to perform a language that binds together a nation the same way an audience bonds with a performer. Mr. Powers has done something similar, reinvigorating our sense of the man who made the literature even as the literature made him.”


—The New York Sun


“Mark Twain: A Life is the best single-volume work on the subject since Justin Kaplan won a Pulitzer Prize in 1966 for Mr. Clemens and Mark Twain. . . . Powers is equally skilled at cinematic set pieces, historical analysis and literary criticism. . . . Better yet, Powers gives us the personality behind the words, a man who was passionate and angry, sometimes cantankerous, occasionally his own worst enemy. Twain is fortunate, as are we, that his tale has been entrusted to a writer whose vision is complete, clear and compassionate.”


—San Diego Union-Tribune


“Like Tom and Huck, Ron and Mark make a wonderful pair. Rarely are a biographer and his subject so well matched as Ron Powers is with Mark Twain for his new look at the famous Missouri author. . . . Powers makes a persuasive case that previous biographers have failed to place Twain in the daily context of his life, and thus have failed to convey how he came to write precisely what he did. . . . Best of all, readers of Powers’ biography will absorb Twain’s own sentences, often laced with humor, frequently classics of satire, sometimes shot through with pathos.”


—St. Louis Post-Dispatch


“Ron Powers, at long last, has written the best candidate for the standard Mark Twain biography since [authorized biographer Albert Bigelow] Paine’s . . . a work of comprehensive scholarship worthy of its subject. . . . Vivid portraits of the characters that populated Clemens’ world are present throughout . . . the finest, best-written and most thoroughly researched Twain biography since Paine’s, which generally served its purposes for its time. For my money, Powers’ Mark Twain: A Life will be more than sufficient for the next century.”


—The Kansas City Star


“A biography that makes an American icon seem fully human again. The portrait that emerges is not of a towering idol to be worshiped nor a straw man to serve an ideological agenda, but a complex character who enjoyed thwarting the world’s attempts to reduce him to what he once called a biographical ‘Brontosaur: nine bones and six hundred barrels of plaster of Paris.’ ”


—Baltimore Sun


“Mr. Powers allows the developing nation to share the book’s pages with the blossoming author. His descriptions of time and place are vivid. . . . We see not only the quaint, slyly witty author and social commentator; but also the mercurial, petty, jealous Sam Clemens. . . . Mark Twain: A Life is without a doubt a substantial, creditable work of scholarship.”


—The Dallas Morning News


“What’s surprising about this fine new biography is how much more still remains to be said. . . . I have decided to stop complaining that Mark Twain never wrote a book about adult love. In effect, Ron Powers has written that book for him.”


—Harper’s Magazine


“Powers is particularly good at reconstructing the courtship of Clemens and his future wife, Olivia Langdon. He skillfully retraces the complex publishing history of Twain’s books, including the founding and failure of his own firm, which led to his bankruptcy. . . . Mark Twain: A Life is not the last word, but as long as Twain does the talking, it says a lot.”


—The Washington Post Book World


“Fresh, lively and meticulously researched.”


—The Hartford Courant


“Wonderfully inspired . . . With the exception of Abraham Lincoln, I doubt any great American has had more biographies written about him than Mark Twain. I’ve read them all, and trust me, this is simply the best.”


—The Palm Beach Post


“An impressive achievement . . . This book earns an honored place on the shelf of essential works on Mark Twain. . . . Ron Powers has done justice to an incomparably complex, rich, fruitful, and tangled life, and along the way he has granted us a glimpse into the heart of America, as well as the heart of America’s greatest writer.”


—San Francisco Chronicle


“Memorable biographies have two things in common. First, of course, memorable subjects. And second, authors who, in their own right, are excellent writers. I know of no biography of any American writer that fits this description better than Ron Powers’ wonderful new life of Samuel L. Clemens, the man who became Mark Twain. . . . One of the great pleasures of Mark Twain is Powers’ own voice, which is unfailingly clear and informative and, often, hilariously funny. . . . Powers’ assessment of Huck Finn, with its ‘dark national vision’ and ‘outlaw jazz riffs of spoken language,’ is the best, and far and away the most sensible, that I’ve ever read.”


—The Burlington Free Press


“Reading Mark Twain: A Life is as good an American history lesson as one is likely to find, better in fact than most avowed histories. . . . Mark Twain: A Life is a swift, joyous read that gobbles America as might a Mississippi River flowing to the sea, carrying chunks of native soil to be spread across the orb of the world.”


—Wichita Eagle


“Something that has never quite been accomplished before: the totality of the man in his many moods and phases of life . . . Powers demonstrates that Twain embodied America . . . a wonderful journey from beginning to end.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“In the welter of Twain’s split personalities, Powers locates one distinctive American voice, perhaps the most powerful ever to enliven American letters. A masterful biography.”


—Booklist (starred review)


“Extraordinary . . . With his own formidable writing skills and sly sense of humor, he creates an intimate, epic, wonderfully detailed portrait of Clemens’ life within the context of a sea-change period in this country history. . . . With acuity and insight, the biographer leads us through the genesis and development of this timeless and irrepressibly American voice.”


—The Santa Fe New Mexican
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To Robert Hirst


The best friend Mark Twain has ever had And his associate editors, past and present, At the Mark Twain Project




Now, trumpeter, for thy close,


Vouchsafe a higher strain than any yet;


Sing to my soul—renew its languishing faith and hope;


Rouse up my slow belief—give me some vision of the future . . .


—Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass





Notice


PERSONS failing to understand why I refer to my subject as “Sammy” in his childhood will be prosecuted; persons failing to understand why I call him “Sam” and “Clemens” in dealing with his personal life thereafter will be banished; persons failing to understand why I use “Mark Twain” when speaking of him as an author will be shot.


BY ORDER OF THE BIOGRAPHER PER S.L.C.M.T., CHIEF OF ORDNANCE.





Prologue


On a chilly mid-November afternoon in 1869, a small man with a deranged mop of curly red hair and a wide-swept red mustache sauntered among the pedestrians in the 100 block of Tremont Street in Boston. He was desperately out of place amid these men in their muttonchops and tailored Scottish tweeds, and these women in their jeweled bonnets and brilliant brocade-lined shawls. Tremont bisected the epicenter of American cultural authority and power, announced by the Park Street Church across the thoroughfare and the sweep of the Boston Common behind it; the Georgian residential rooftops lining the far side of the Common; the wrought-iron balconies of Colonnade Row; the great domed neoclassical State House that commanded this elegant realm from the top of nearby Beacon Hill.


It was not just his clothing, black and drably functional, that marked him as an interloper (he owned a smart white collar and swallowtails, but they were reserved for other purposes). It was his gait, a curious rocking, rolling shamble, conspicuously unurbane—the physical equivalent of a hinterland drawl, which he also possessed.


None of this seemed to faze him. At 124 Tremont Street, a dignified little four-story town house recently converted to an office building, he pushed open the door and let himself inside. He stepped past the heavy tome-scented shelves that filled the commercial shop at street level, the bookstore of Ticknor & Fields, and climbed the staircase leading to the second floor.


The stranger was—well, that depended. Born Samuel Langhorne Clemens in “the almost invisible village of Florida, Monroe County, Missouri,”1 he had taken to calling himself “Mark Twain” as a newspaperman in Nevada and California, after experimenting with such other pen names as Rambler, W. Epaminondas Adrastus Blab, Thomas Jefferson Snodgrass, and Josh. Lately he had been called “The Wild Humorist of the Pacific Slope” and “The Moralist of the Main,” tags given him by his friend Charles Henry Webb.


Ambiguous as he was, he was penetrating an enclave quite certain of its own place in the universe. Only Harvard College itself could have fetched him closer to the core of the young nation’s most important intellectual forces. Ticknor & Fields comprised not only a bookseller but a prestigious publishing house whose authors, many of whom lived nearby, commanded the first ranks of America’s emerging literature: the “Sage of Concord,” Ralph Waldo Emerson; the originator of the “Brahmin” aesthetic, Oliver Wendell Holmes; Nathaniel Hawthorne; Henry Wadsworth Longfellow; Harriet Beecher Stowe; Henry David Thoreau.


The visitor’s destination was an extension of this authoritative domain: the tiny editorial office of the Atlantic Monthly, a literary, cultural, and political magazine whose views, taste, and diction were supplied by the same New England literary aristocracy, and which was distributed to the nation (or at least to some thirty thousand of its citizens) as the highest cultural standard. The Atlantic had been founded twelve years earlier by a group of progressiveminded intellectuals, with the support of Emerson, Holmes, Longfellow, Stowe, and others. Harvard professor James Russell Lowell was appointed its first editor.


After knocking on the office door, the red-haired man was greeted by a robust figure enwreathed in flowing curls of hair and beard: the magazine’s editor, James T. Fields, publishing partner of William D. Ticknor, and the Atlantic’s editor since 1861. Fields was a self-educated businessman from New Hampshire with a genuine love of writers and ideas. He had guided the magazine through the Civil War years as the principled voice of abolitionist sentiment. But perhaps even more importantly, he had retained its emphasis on poetry, criticism, essays, and fiction—an ongoing affirmation of civilization’s values in those morbid and despairing times. Now Fields, who had a whimsical taste for eccentrics, swept a pile of handwritten manuscripts from a sofa opposite an open fireplace, and the two men chatted for a few moments.


But it was not Fields for whom Clemens had made this unannounced visit. He had come to meet Fields’s young assistant, a moist, bookish fellow by the name of William Dean Howells. Howells had written a favorable, albeit unsigned, notice of Clemens’s—make that Mark Twain’s—new book for the Atlantic’s current issue. The Atlantic did not usually deign to review books of this ilk: a humorous travelogue peddled door-to-door by common “subscription” salesmen, titled The Innocents Abroad, or The New Pilgrim’s Progress. Now, a few days after reading the review, Clemens had arrived in Boston in the course of a lecture tour that, along with the book, was implanting his Western reputation in the formidable circles of the East, and not a moment too soon: he was a few days from turning thirty-four. Clemens knew that no other endorsement was as crucial as the Atlantic’s: Howells had handed him an entrée into literary legitimacy. He couldn’t help but be curious about who would do such a thing, and why. He’d ascertained the reviewer’s identity a few days earlier in Pittsburgh, through a cousin of Howells’s whom he’d met there. And now here he was in Boston to look this man in his face and shake his hand.


To the thirty-two-year-old Howells, rising to his height of 5 feet 4 inches from behind his desk, the visitor chatting with his boss was nothing less than—well, what? Graphic? Bold? Shakespearean? (“Or, if his ghost will not suffer me the word,” Howells later mused in print with typical fine-tuning, “then he was Baconian.”2) The fastidious Howells had seldom laid eyes on such a swashbuckler. Discreet dark woolens draped his own plump frame, punctuated by black bow ties. He wore his hair plastered down and parted at mid-scalp. His own mustache drooped softly over his upper lip, its long, tapering points adding to his aspect of sleepy introspection. His first impulse upon seeing this apparition labeled “Mark Twain,” as he later recalled, was of alarm for the proprieties violated. Specifically, he shuddered at what “droll comment” might have been in the mind of his employer Mr. Fields as the two men of letters contemplated the disheveled, blazing-eyed figure in front of them. (And this was one of Clemens’s good-grooming days. Others who had encountered him at this stage of his life remembered him as “disreputable-looking,” “seedy,” even “sinister,” and equipped with “an evil-smelling cigar butt.”)


The book that Howells had praised was a daring choice for an Atlantic review, given that it lampooned much of what the magazine stood for. Exuberantly un-Eastern, impious, and unconcerned with moral improvement, it amounted to a genial pie in the face of the European classicism that still regulated the tone and values of the American intellectuals while they struggled to liberate their nation from it. The Innocents Abroad was Mark Twain’s eyewitness account of a transatlantic excursion by some sixty-five reverential American tourists, from New York harbor to Old Europe and the Holy Land—the first successful organized “luxury cruise” in U.S. history. The idea for the voyage had been dreamed up by Henry Ward Beecher, the nationally renowned pastor of the Plymouth Congregational Church in Brooklyn. Beecher had conceived it as a way to finance his gathering of material for a biography of Jesus—the idea being, presumably, that the Gospels had preempted the market for such a work quite long enough. Beecher himself soon opted out of the journey, as did eventually a number of highly advertised celebrity-passengers including the Civil War hero William Tecumseh Sherman. Beecher left the expedition and its ship, the paddlewheel steamer Quaker City, in the care of a Plymouth Church Sunday-school teacher, one Captain Charles C. Duncan.


No Sunday-school teacher could have been prepared for the alcohol-reeking figure who showed up at the cruise’s Wall Street booking office, introduced by his equally disheveled companion Edward H. House as “the Reverend Mark Twain,” a Baptist minister who wondered whether Reverend Beecher would allow him to preach Baptist sermons en route to the Holy Land—and who returned the next day, sober, to book the passage under his real name and profession. This voyage was exactly the sort of caper Clemens had been looking for. A veteran of larky, outlandish newspapering exploits in the far West during the Civil War years, he had come back East a prudent year


and a half after Appomattox to cash in on the postwar boom in popular journalism and literature—and his own nascent fame as a humorist and platform presence. After securing a berth on the ship, Clemens took steps to adjust his commission from the Alta California in San Francisco to pay for his passage in exchange for the letters he would send to the newspaper during the expedition. On his return, he contracted with the Hartford-based American Publishing Company, a subscription house run by Elisha Bliss, to expand the newspaper dispatches into a book.


The result was something previously unseen in the annals of travel literature, in literature of any kind. Fact-laden and reportorial along its narrative spine, heavily illustrated with woodcuts, the book did not hesitate to shift its tone unpredictably. It erupted frequently into playful comic riffs, as when Mark Twain “confessed” to a weeping spell inside the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, when he came across the tomb of his beloved ancestor, Adam; and it unleashed wicked set-piece send-ups of Italian art, the biblical landscape, and the behavior of Mark Twain’s fellow pilgrims aboard the Quaker City. As such, it figured to have about as much chance of delighting the dutiful, doubting Howells as an ash dropped into his lap from Clemens’s ever-present cigar. But Howells had indeed given his sanction, at least tentatively. “There is an amount of pure human nature in the book that rarely gets into literature,” he had written—an insight that bridged the gap between American “high” and popular prose writing. He added: “It is no business of ours to fix his rank among the humorists California has given us, but we think he is, in an entirely different way from all the others, quite worthy of the company of the best.”3


Mark Twain’s career prospects depended on what happened next. Everything in the nation, it then seemed, depended on what happened next. It was a charged moment in American history. At the end of 1869, the national trauma of the Civil War was replaced with new urgencies—competing new visions of the national future. The war’s greatest hero sat in the White House, not knowing exactly what to do. The golden spike at Promontory Point in Utah finally linked the East Coast to the West by rail, collapsing distance and time, and erecting unimagined new structures of financial power. The Fifteenth Amendment gave former slaves the right to vote, and the risk of paying for the privilege with their lives. The city of New York was rising on an immigrant tide to challenge Boston as the arbiter of national aspirations.


It was, in short, exactly the sort of moment when a fugitive from one version of America, the nasty and brutish West, could intrude into the settled, exclusionary East and make a pitch for a piece of the action—provided that the fugitive observed the courtesies and deferred to the standards of Brahmin delicacy in manners and language. Sam Clemens was capable of such deference. He had also trampled, at some earlier time, on most of these considerations, and now he was about to lay waste one of the most tender. “When I read that review of yours,” Howells recalled Clemens drawling, “I felt like the woman who was so glad her baby had come white.”I


This audacious little joke set the animating tenor of the long Clemens-Howells friendship: Clemens goading Howells to imagine something beyond the borders of gentility and to laugh at it even as he squirmed; Howells stretching those borders to give it sanction. Howells must have heard a familiar voice under the surface of that vulgarism, as he had under the horseplay of The Innocents Abroad. It was the voice of a boy from Howells’s own neck of the West; perhaps the improper boy Howells himself had wished he could be.


So Howells chuckled and let it pass, and the two shook hands and exchanged kind words and the hopes of meeting again. On that note of truant recognition began a symbiotic friendship of forty-one years’ duration that would elevate both these men.


Sam Clemens was the greater beneficiary. He was not only reviewed in the Atlantic; by 1874 he was contributing to it, to great acclaim. Life on the Mississippi, his strange, fabulistic “travel” masterpiece of 1883, began as a series of essay-reminiscences in the magazine, encouraged and edited by this newfound friend. Howells’s embrace helped propel the former steamboat pilot to status as the representative figure of his nation and his century, and bequeathed America a torrential literary voice more truly, more enduringly its own than any then existing or being conceived by the reigning gods of New England probity and taste.


Howells benefited as well. Mark Twain’s rise to critical and popular stardom in his magazine ratified the editor’s instincts for finding new, unorthodox writers in America and, later, Europe. Other native-born writers who emerged to prominence under his championing included Emily Dickinson, Sarah Orne Jewett, Frank Norris, and Stephen Crane. He later helped introduce such international figures as Ibsen, Zola, Pérez Galdós, Verga, and Tolstoy. As he moved from editing other people’s works to writing his own—he completed more than a hundred books of fiction, poetry, travel essays, biography, reminiscence, criticism, and even dramatic plays—Howells seemed to take inspiration from his fellow Midwesterner. (The novelized memoir of his youth, A Boy’s Town Described, published in 1890, contained strong echoes of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer.) At his best, Howells was considered a novelist on a par with his other great friend, Henry James. Though that level of esteem did not survive the 19th century, Howells finished his long life enjoying the sobriquet, “the Dean of American Letters.”


Breaching the ranks of New England literary culture was Clemens’s most important achievement (short of his actual works), and a signal liberating event in the country’s imaginative history. His audacity, and Howells’s accommodation of it, may seem unremarkable to an America long since accustomed to the leveling of hierarchies, the demythifying of great artists and the complexities of their works, the triumph of careerism over apprenticeship to a tradition. In the slipstream of the Clemens-Howells creative bond, American literature ceased its labored imitation of European and Classical high discourse, and became a lean, blunt, vivid chronicle of American self-invention, from the yeasty perspective of the common man. Without Howells’s friendship, Mark Twain might have flared for a while, a regional curiosity among many, and then faded, forgotten. On its legitimizing strength, he gained the foundation for international status as America’s Shakespeare and struck a template for the nation’s voice into the 20th century and beyond.


MARK TWAIN’S great achievement as the man who found a voice for his country has made him a challenge for his biographers. His words are quoted, yet he somehow lies hidden in plain sight—a giant on the historic landscape. He has been so thoroughly rearranged and reconstructed by a long succession of scholarly critics that the contours of an actual, textured human character have been obscured. And his voice, not to mention his humor, has gone missing from many of these analyses.


Twainian critical literature from 1920 onward has been dominated by theory, rather than interpretive portraiture. His biographers have tended to evoke him through the prism of Freudian psychoanalysis. In that way he is seen as an interesting, if not terribly self-aware outpatient—a walking case-book of neuroses, unconscious tendencies, masks, and alternate identities. Important questions are inevitably excluded in this approach. What was it that bound Mark Twain and his half of the American 19th century so closely together? In what ways, and by what processes, did this man become, as those who knew him repeatedly claimed, the representative figure of his times? What liberating personal magnetism did he possess that moved his contemporaries to forgive him for traits and tendencies that biographers of a later time have found deplorable? What was it about his voice that satisfied American readers in ways that the New England founders of American literature could not? What is it about his writing—nearly all of it problematic, much of it mediocre, a healthy part of it unfinished, some of it simply awful—that continues to exercise the very scholars who expend so much energy trying to reduce him to their pet formulas and crusades?


The answers to these questions lie within Mark Twain as he lived, breathed, and wrote; within the preserved viewpoints of the people who knew him best, and in person; and within the annals of the American 19th century that he helped shape, and that he loved when he could find it in himself to love little else. The answers will remind us of who he was. And of who we are.





I. Mark Twain also used this joke in an 1872 letter commenting on Howells’s review of Roughing It. But Howells delicately suggests in My Mark Twain that its first use was in this 1869 interview in Boston.





1


“Something at Once Awful and Sublime”


(1835–39)


The prairie in its loneliness and peace: that was what came back to him toward the end of his life, after he had pulled the rug out from under all the literary nabobs, and fired off all his nubs and snappers, and sashayed through all the nations, and collected all his ceremonial gowns and degrees, and tweaked all the grinning presidents, and schmoozed all the newspaper reporters, and stuck it to all his enemies, and shocked all the librarians, and cried out all his midnight blasphemies, and buried most of his family. The prairie was what came back to him as he wrote in 1897—speaking, in his conceit, from the grave, and thus freely. He remembered what had mattered the most, the earliest. He thought not of the Mississippi River, which he encountered most fully later in his life, but of “a level great prairie which was covered with wild strawberry plants, vividly starred with prairie pinks, and walled in on all sides by forests”—a swatch of the great western carpet yet a decade from disfigurement by the grooves of the California gold rushers.1 There his prodigious noticing had begun. His way of seeing and hearing things that changed America’s way of seeing and hearing things.


It was there, as a boy, where his great font of visual images—“the multitudinous photographs one’s mind takes,” he later called them—began to form. He found enchantment in the way moonlight fell through the rafters of the slanting roof of his uncle’s farmhouse into little squares on the floor of the stairway landing. He was struck by the darkness of his bedroom, packed with ghostly stillness. When he woke up by accident in that darkness, his forgotten sins came flocking out of the secret chambers of his memory.


But more powerful than the early images in his memory were the sounds: the crack of a watermelon split open, the rising and falling wail of a spinning wheel, the dismal hoo-hoo of the owl and the howl of the wolf, the crash of summer thunder. It was to the sounds that he had always assigned his deepest fantasies and fears. The spinning wheel “was the mournfulest of all sounds to me . . . and filled my atmosphere with the wandering spirits of the dead.”2 Animal wails were omens of death; the thunderclap was God’s wrath over his sinfulness.


Of all the sounds, none had quite the lasting mimetic (or moral) effect on Sam Clemens as the sound of the human voice. And no human voices, save his own mother’s, caught his imagination quite like those of the Negro slaves. Those voices spoke in a way different from the people in his family: quick, delicious, throbbing with urgencies half-named, half-encoded. They conjured mind-pictures: lightning bolts, apparitions from the spirit world, chariots swooping down from heaven, skies of blood, animals crying out. Adorned with tonal shifts and repetitions and the counterpointed rhythms of stridency and hush, the slave voices treated language as a cherished creature, to be passed around, partaken of, as well as simply heard. Clear as flowing water, and yet invested with deep currents of meaning that only the fellow speakers could fully understand.


He heard his first slave voices on the prairie before he turned four, and sought them out through the rest of his childhood and beyond. In Mark Twain’s manuscript pages half a century later, these voices challenged the genteel paradigm that had sonorously governed the first epoch of indigenous American literature. They ushered in a replacement: gutbucket truth rooted in the solo riffs of the dispossessed—the advent of an American voice derived not from European aesthetics, but entirely from local improvisational sources, black and white. Mark Twain’s baton began to mute the Anglican symphony, and strike up the rhythms of American jazz.


His capacity to transform commonplace spoken language into literature, like any artist’s gift, remains beyond understanding. A contemporary’s remark that “[h]e is the ordinary man—plus genius,” probably comes as close as any theory. But his acute attentiveness to language, and some of his other distinguishing traits, can be traced in part to his precarious entry into the world.


Born two months premature, on November 30, 1835, in Florida, Missouri, Sam Clemens narrowly survived childbirth. His labyrinthine personality, subjected to endless analysis by 20th-century Freudians, has never been considered in the context of this difficult birth and his convalescence from it. As a toddler Sammy was sickly and underweight (his adult height reached only 5 feet 81/2 inches). He was largely bedridden until his fourth year, and frail for the next three. “When I first saw him I could see no promise in him,” his mother Jane admitted. Her frontier fatalism was more than matched by a visitor to the little house. Eyeing the shriveled form, the woman turned to Jane and blandly asked, “You don’t expect to raise that babe, do you?” Jane said she would try.3


Premature babies are generally unable to sleep deeply and sometimes exist in a kind of dream world that is typical neither of the womb nor of a fullterm infant’s consciousness—a world of unstable borders between reality and the inner oceans of the mind. The subsuming of reality by dreams was among Mark Twain’s signal literary preoccupations, and his writing—whether journalism, travel, memoir, or novel—moved between truth and fantasy with sometimes maddening unconcern.


Sammy grew into a sleepwalker, and his mother felt that he had the gift (or curse) of “second sight.” He lived his life on the edges of self-control; he was quick to anger, hounded by guilt and anxiety, and subject to seismic shifts of mood.


Most importantly in terms of his art were the ways in which his senses were affected. The hyperacuity of his ear and his unusual retention of sounds (he never stopped performing the earliest songs and spirituals he heard, and as a mature writer he could reproduce entire blocks of spoken conversation) may have been a vestige of his fitful early months. Hearing develops more quickly in newborns than the sense of sight, especially with premature babies, who are more interested in voices than in other sounds. At any rate, no one expected Sammy to survive the winter. Frontier children routinely died from measles, mumps, smallpox, “bilious fever,” malaria, spider bites, cholera, scarlet fever, polio, diphtheria, or teething complications; and, if not from those, then often from the “cures” applied to them. Still, Jane did her best for Sammy. Always alert for omens, Jane may have looked for hopeful signs that he would survive, such as the widely discussed comet named for its British discoverer, Edmund Halley, which neared the earth in its seventy-five-year cycle in the late autumn of his arrival.I The child hung on.


He was in Missouri because his father Marshall’s luck had run out more than once. The austere self-educated lawyer, named after John Marshall, had left the Virginia Piedmont first for Kentucky, as a boy, after his father died; then to Tennessee, as a married man, when his farm failed. He began buying up land, amassing deeds to more than seventy thousand acres of virgin yellow-pine acreage, for a total outlay of only a little more than $400. The land was thought to be rich in copper, and Marshall envisioned a day when railroads would haul timber from his forests, building him and his heirs an immense fortune.


But the Tennessee land investment only triggered the Clemens family’s decline into poverty. It remained unsold for decades, a financial failure that haunted Marshall Clemens and his children, and fueled Sam Clemens’s lifelong anxiety over money.


While waiting for the land-buyers to show up, Marshall opened a general store at Jamestown, which also served as his family’s living quarters. Daughter Pamela (sometimes spelled “Pamelia” and always pronounced that way) was born there in 1827. Another arrival, Pleasant Hannibal, followed either one or two years later; he survived only three weeks, although there are no precise records of his life or death even in the family Bible. Margaret came along in 1830. Marshall became overwhelmed by the pressures to provide for his growing family, as the income from his tiny store proved insufficient. His chronic headaches grew more severe, and he began to dull them, or try to, with Cook’s pills and other “notions,” some of which were 50 percent alcohol. (He seems never to have drunk to excess.) In 1831 he uprooted his family once again, this time to a clearing in the Tennessee woods at the confluence of three mountain streams. He built another cabin, and tried to make a go of it as a farmer/store clerk/postmaster until the financial crash of 1834 wiped out his credit.


Finally, in 1835, he relocated one more time, to Missouri, when his wife’s brother-in-law sent a rapturous letter from there. It was a letter whose promised-land spirit Mark Twain would fold in to his great comic character “Colonel” Eschol (later “Beriah” and “Mulberry”) Sellers in The Gilded Age:


Come right along to Missouri! Don’t wait and worry about a good price but sell out for whatever you can get, and come along, or you might be too late . . . It’s the grandest country—the loveliest land—the purest atmosphere—I can’t describe it; no pen could do it justice . . . I’ve got the biggest scheme on earth . . . Mum’s the word—don’t whisper—keep yourself to yourself. You’ll see! Come!—rush!—hurry!—don’t wait for anything!4


The model for this letter was written by John Quarles, who had followed his father-in-law, Sam’s maternal grandfather, to the flyspeck hamlet of Florida in 1835. (For some reason, the founders of new towns in Missouri indulged a naming whimsy not quite so prominent in other states. As the century went on, Missouri filled up with towns bearing such names as Neck, Torch, Climax Springs, Conception Junction [in Nodaway County], Joy and Romance, Useful, Peculiar, Impo and Ink, Lupus, Zebra, Chloride and Cooter, Advance, Half Way, Fair Play, Pumpkin Center, Nonesuch, Monkey Run, Gerald, and Low Wassie.)


Once arrived, while Sammy hovered between life and death, his father accepted John Quarles’s offer to become a co-proprietor of his general store, which allowed him to begin investing for a future powered by the Industrial Revolution. More opportunity for his luck to run out.


Slater mills had long since replaced the household spinning wheel. Coupled with the cotton gin, the mills revived the cotton economy of the South, and reversed a trend toward abolition of slavery in the planter states. Annual cotton production leapt from 3,000 bales in 1790 to 178,000 bales by 1810.


The slave trade reached a higher volume than in any period in its four-hundred-year history, fueled by the avarice of Northern merchants.


Steam suddenly drove just about everything with moving parts. The nation’s quiet inland waterways, accustomed to flatboats and scows, were disturbed by paddle wheels: in 1807, a young portrait artist and submarine fantasist named Robert Fulton got his paddle-wheel-driven steamboat the Clermont chugging up the Hudson River.


ALMOST BEFORE it began, the steamboat era saw the advent of its vanquisher. The railroad, a horse-powered convenience of the English collieries, was a novelty import in America until Christmas Day of 1830, when a contraption named “The Best Friend of Charleston” chugged six miles along a South Carolina roadbed to launch the era of the steam-powered locomotive. (It later blew up.) By 1850 there would be nine thousand miles of roadbed on the continent, with new construction surging ahead.


A new form of capitalism arose to bring out the economic yield of these new marvels. It ran on frenzied speculation fed by visionary organizers and owners, who structured new national and even international markets for the accelerating flow of goods. These new captains of industry enriched themselves as they increased the national wealth. Their excesses triggered a credit-fueled financial panic in 1837 that damaged the national economy for years.


Marshall Clemens noted and coveted these triumphs of machine-driven wealth as they tumbled westward, paying less heed to the plight of the enslaved subculture on which it all still depended. His son would absorb himself in both ends of this spectrum, and make a different kind of capital of what he saw there.


SAMMY’S HEALTH slowly improved. He grew aware of his appearance, and asked for pure white dresses as soon as he could speak. When he realized that he had no tail, unlike some of his fellow beings around the house, he complained about it: “The dog has a tail bebind, the cat has a tail bebind, and I haven’t any tail bebind at all at all.”5 His uncle John made a tail of paper and pinned it onto his dress.


When he gained the strength to leave the small family house on his own, he found himself in a lonely prairie hamlet. Florida comprised fifty-odd low-slung wooden houses and barns, embraced by two forks of a small river, the Salt. In the spring of 1839, John Quarles expanded Sammy’s world by opening a 230-acre farm on the prairie land adjoining Florida, and deploying a few slaves to make it run.II It was among these otherwise forgotten tutors who worked the fields and then gathered in their cabins at night that Sam Clemens’s self-education as a literary artist began.


The slave cabins were on the far side of an orchard, beyond a stand of hickory and walnut trees that screened the Quarles’s double-log farmhouse. Sammy had no inkling of where the black people in the little cabins had come from, or how they had got there. But he knew that they were different, profoundly so. He knew it from their voices. He would remember two of them in particular. One was a bedridden old woman with a bald spot, who was known as Aunt Hannah. Sammy and his cousins had heard from the slave children that Aunt Hannah was a thousand years old. She had known Moses, and Pharaoh, the wicked slave master of Egypt. The horror of watching Pharaoh drown while chasing Moses across the Red Sea had given her a bald spot. Aunt Hannah prayed a lot, and when she wasn’t praying she terrified the children with tales of witches.


The other great presence was Uncle Dan’l, “a middle-aged slave whose head was the best one in the negro-quarter,” Mark Twain wrote in 1897, “whose sympathies were wide and warm, and whose heart was honest and simple and knew no guile.”6 To the children, black and white, who milled around the premises he was “a faithful and affectionate good friend, ally and adviser.”7 Mark Twain recalled the “privileged nights” as a child when he and an assortment of cousins and slave children clustered at Dan’l’s feet in his cabin to hear him tell his thunderous stories.


Uncle Dan, called “Dann” by John Quarles, who emancipated him in 1855, was 6 feet tall, of a black complexion, and still in his early forties when Sammy knew him.8 He is presumed to be the father of most, or all, of the black children in the quarters, including Mary, one of Sammy’s closest playmates and a child of “weird distorted superstitions,” as Sammy’s cousin Tabitha Quarles recalled in her old age.9 Only his voice survives him—but what an artifact that is. Uncle Dan’l’s voice, amplifying itself in geometric progressions as the American centuries marched on, is the first trumpet note of the first great jazz composition in American literature: the voice of Huckleberry Finn’s Jim. As Mark Twain said, late in life:


He has served me well, these many, many years. I have not seen him for more than half a century, and yet spiritually I have had his welcome company a good part of that time, and have staged him in books under his own name and as “Jim,” and carted him all around . . . It was on the farm that I got my strong liking for his race and my appreciation of certain of its fine qualities.10


He was not the only inspiration for Mark Twain’s achievements with black dialect. Many others would lend their distinctive phrasings and points of view: There was the family’s slave Jennie. There was a household slave boy named Sandy, whose constant singing got on Sammy’s nerves until Jane pointed out to him that singing was probably the child’s way of not thinking about the mother taken from him by an owner.11 There was the young, black servant Mark Twain encountered in 1872 at the Paris House hotel in Paris, Illinois, and whose great burst of rhythmic dialect he recorded and later published as “Sociable Jimmy.” There was Mary Ann Cord, a cook for Samuel Clemens’s sister-in-law at Elmira, New York, in the 1870s, whose own story of separation burned itself word by word into his brain.12 There was George Griffin, an ex-slave and beloved family butler during the Clemenses’ Hartford years. Finally, the writer had recourse to a storehouse of popular literature that distilled and parodied African-American dialect. (A few of Jim’s early speeches in Adventures of Huckleberry Finn betray the set-piece archness of blackface minstrel sidemen.)


But something about Uncle Dan’l struck Twain as sole, incomparable. Perhaps it was the way he stirred up Sammy’s famous bad nerves with the ghost stories he told in his cabin—stories that Mark Twain would repeat in public and private all his life:


I can hear Uncle Dan’l telling the immortal tales which Uncle Remus Harris was to . . . charm the world with, by and by; and I can feel again the creepy joy which quivered through me when the time for the ghost story of the “Golden Arm” was reached—and the sense of regret, too, which came over me, for it was always the last story of the evening, and there was nothing between it and the unwelcome bed.13


“The Golden Arm” was an old European ghost story that lent itself well to African-American patois. It concerned the “monsus mean” man who robs his wife’s grave to steal her prosthetic arm of solid gold. This does not sit well with the dead wife. Her ghost stalks the husband through the snowy night with the harrowing incantation, “Whoooo got my golllllden arrrrm?” Uncle Dan’l always climaxed the tale with a freighted pause, while the children on the floor writhed in juicy anticipation. Then he would thrust his finger at a small victim, evoking a spasm as he roared: “You’ve got it!”


Sammy was addicted to “The Golden Arm.” The theme of supernaturally imposed guilt no doubt spoke to him, but his fascination lay mainly in Dan’l’s mesmeric style of telling. The timing. The rhythm. The dialect. That pause. No other single phrase, gesture, or image better illustrates the impact of his farm companions on his young psyche. As Mark Twain, he built his wildly popular oratorical style largely on the foundation of that pause. As for the story itself, he couldn’t stop telling it. He performed it for lecture audiences, houseguests, anyone, every chance he had, for the rest of his life.


While the boy was inspired by the voices in his backyard, his father continued to work at the general store, and dreamed of amassing land. Land was cheap in these years; $1.25 an acre if bought at a certain bulk, as the U.S. government sold off the Louisiana Purchase for settlement and speculation—some 38 million acres between 1835 and 1837. Nearly every dollar that Marshall earned from the store went toward real estate. He secured a 120-acre tract, then 80 acres, then another 40.


In 1836 Marshall bought a fairly substantial house on the south side of Main Street, from Jane’s father, Benjamin Lampton. A year later, he bought a larger house on the tract he’d bought earlier, actually two one-room cabins under a common roof. For the second time in his career he became a judge in fact as well as in title: of the Monroe County Court, in November 1837. As his land holdings increased, he became festooned with chairmanships: the Salt River Navigation Company, the Florida & Paris Railroad commission, the board of trustees of the proposed Florida Academy. On paper, at least, Marshall Clemens was the Jefferson of northeastern Missouri.


Marshall joined other self-invented captains of industry who were arising from one-horse villages throughout the interior. They formed consortiums, printed prospectuses, and overloaded their burgs with grandiloquent names: Herculaneum. Palmyra. Kingdom City. An all-but-nonexistent hamlet on the Mississippi shore, Marion City, was ballyhooed as “the future metropolis of Missouri.” Charles Dickens used it as a setting in Martin Chuzzlewit. Eventually it sank under floodwaters.


Sammy looked at his father with the same focused intensity that he trained on every object of his fascination. The attention was one-sided. Marshall held himself aloof from his children, except for his oldest son, Orion, whom he recruited at age ten to help out in the general store. He also refused to show any affection for Jane in front of the children, or anyone else. Sammy drew little notice from anyone save Jane. (She may have preferred her children to her husband; she had married him as a spiteful act against another suitor who had infuriated her by a tactless gesture. Jane remained in love with her suitor’s memory for the rest of her long life.)


Withdrawn, irascible, given to pranks that could border on the mean-spirited, the thin red-haired Sammy lingered at the borders of activity, escaping notice, but noticing.


Sammy’s scrutiny would confer on “the Judge” the renown, in fiction, that eluded him in fact. Mark Twain found many surrogates for John Marshall Clemens in his books. Nearly all were brooding, somewhat gothic misfits haunted by their lost status as Virginia gentlemen. They ranged from roman à clef (the land-burdened Squire Hawkins who dies in Missouri exile in The Gilded Age), through indulgent satire (the comically imposing Judge Thatcher in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer) through the chilling (the icily honorable duelist, Judge York Driscoll, in Pudd’nhead Wilson).


In one of his unfinished fiction manuscripts, “Simon Wheeler, Detective,” the writer transports the father of his memory onto the page in iron-plated strokes. “Judge Griswold” is a displaced old-fashioned Virginian. He evokes a whiff of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein: tall, spare, with a long, thin, smooth “intellectual” face, “long, black hair that . . . was kept to the rear by his ears as one keeps curtains back by brackets.” He has “an eagle’s beak and an eagle’s eye.” He is emotionless, a churchgoing nonbeliever. Unfortunately for Marshall, none of these characteristics were offset by good fortune.


THE CRACKS in Marshall’s grand schemes began to reappear early in 1838. Within two months of his new judgeship he endured the public humiliation of being abandoned by his brother-in-law and business partner, John Quarles. Quarles not only severed his ties in the store ownership with John, he underlined his displeasure by marching across the street and opening up a competing shop.


Later that year, Henry, the last of the Clemens’s seven children, was born. Sammy was sixth in line, after Orion, Pamela, Pleasant Hannibal (who died in infancy), Margaret, and Benjamin. After Henry’s birth, Marshall watched in despair as hope receded for Florida’s date with destiny. His navigation company dissolved under the indifference of the state legislature. The railroad and academy initiatives dangled in limbo. A crushing truth grew ever clearer: Marshall had picked the wrong hamlet, missing the right one by ten miles: a village equipped with the regulation-grandiose name of Paris. Paris was the county seat, and it boasted a racetrack. As Paris’s fortunes grew, Florida looked more and more like a backwater. Marshall gradually came to the sickening realization that he would have to sell his house and land, uprooting his family, and start over. Yet again.





I. It has been starchily pointed out that Mark Twain’s famous boast that he came in with Halley’s Comet and would go out with it must not be taken too literally. The comet’s visibility would have peaked in New England for example, on October 16, about six weeks before his birth. The celestial shuttle had not yet peaked by the date of Mark Twain’s death (April 21, 1910). Of course Mark Twain never claimed that his birth and death coincided with maximum visibility of the comet, only that he and it came and left together, which they indubitably did. Some folks just don’t know how to spot a celestial messenger when they see one.


II. In 1897 Clemens wrote that the farm had “fifteen or twenty negroes.” In an interview with a reporter from the New York World in 1891, he had enlarged the farm to a “plantation,” and recalled “forty or fifty Negroes.” But research by the Hannibal historian Terrell Dempsey has confirmed the smaller number—suggesting that there were, at most, eleven slaves, assuming the records are accurate and complete.
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“The White Town, Drowsing . . .”


(1839)


What is an Englishman?” Mark Twain asked himself in an 1883 notebook entry. “A person who does things because they have been done before.” Then he asked, “What is an American (or difference between ’em)” and replied, “A person who does things because they haven’t been done before.”1 By the close of the 1830s, the new republic was fitfully suspended somewhere between those two definitions. Politically independent from Great Britain for nearly sixty years, economically vigorous despite blunders in the banking system, America still lacked an ethos: an inventory of distinctive national ideas in art, music, literature, religion, or learning comparable to the accumulated pedagogy of Europe.


Some elements of America’s rise to “refinement” were simply acknowledgments of Old World good sense. Full-body bathing, never de rigueur during the Colonial period, finally became commonplace in the cities, and gained acceptance in the rest of the country. Fashionable families adopted the European custom of eating food with a fork, instead of balancing it on the tips of their knives. New England men shaved their faces clean and cropped their hair close about their skulls, in the virtuous Roman style. On the frontier, they let their hair grow long and flowing, but still took a razor to their cheeks. Cultivated Americans went wild over phrenology, and sipped on sarsaparilla, and dined on chicken fricassee. They used ketchup as a medicinal cure.


A jackleg homegrown folk culture had started to emerge, to be sure. The Fourth of July became the nation’s premier holiday. Wild West shows and wild animal shows toured the land, with Indians hopping around “authentically” and impresarios in gladiator suits shoving their arms into lions’ mouths, and beating them with crowbars if they bit. (Accused of cruelty, the showmen invoked the Bible, a document equally in vogue for keeping slaves in line.) White pop entertainment launched its long, slumming flirtation with Negro style and idiom. In the 1830s, the actor Thomas “Daddy” Rice smeared burnt cork on his face and pranced around in various cities, as the addled, ditty-dancing slave/buffoon “Jim Crow.” In Rice’s crude strut lay the origins of minstrelsy.


The Christian faith as defined by Europe and Scotland came in for a little nativist tweaking. In the ’30s, the Second Great Awakening swept the country, melting icy Calvinism with the hot breath of American jump-to-Jesus rapture. Passionate, prophetic, evangelical, and focused on the Second Coming, it ushered the faithful out of their somber Puritan pews and into the head-shaking, talking-in-tongues ecstasies of the camp meeting—or, as it was known in west-central New York, near the fashionable town of Elmira, the “tent revival.”


But it was in the development of a native literature that America found itself most whipsawed by the competing pulls of tradition and radical innovation. By 1839, the first great generation of American men of letters had established its authority in New England. Powerful intellectuals whose prowess extended into science, medicine, the law, and social theory, they honored Harvard College’s two-hundred-year tradition of moral value achieved through the discipline of scholarship and rhetoric, even as they rebelled against its orthodoxies. Their radical Christian theology was influenced by Eastern philosophy: the Hindu Vishnu Sarma, the Persian Desatir, the writings of Confucius, and the sayings of Buddha. It rejected chilly Calvinism, calling instead for a sunnier, liberating faith extracted from the divinity within the personal soul. The New England Transcendentalists felt obliged to bestow the soul-enhancing benefits of eloquence, transcendence, and politeness on the new nation, ready or not. They proposed building a perfect society on the scaffolding of golden sentences.


The patron of these new secular saints, Ralph Waldo Emerson, unveiled his groundbreaking Transcendentalist vision in two speeches at Harvard. In 1837, Emerson gave his “American Scholar” lecture to the Phi Beta Kappa Society, calling for the common man to free himself from the orthodoxies of dead books, of colleges and institutions, and discover true knowledge within his own instincts and experiences. “We will walk on our own feet,” he famously concluded; “we will work with our own hands; we will speak our own minds . . . A nation of men will for the first time exist, because each believes himself inspired by the Divine Soul which also inspires all men.”2


A year later, at Harvard’s Divinity School, the former clergyman laid out similar contours for a new, deinstitutionalized mode of worship. Rejecting denominational Christianity, he suggested that divinity permeated the daily world, and that man’s challenge was to look into himself for the religious impulse that awaited expression. The professors of Harvard expressed their reaction to these sentiments by ostracizing Emerson for thirty years.


NO 19TH - CENTURY figure better exemplified the worship of the Eastern Literary Man than a self-made intellectual from the West named William Dean Howells.


Howells would trace his awakening to the night that a Literary Man from the East descended on his Ohio hometown in 1860, when he was twenty-two. The eminence was Bayard Taylor, a poet and adventurer whose books of travel made him one of the best-known authors of his day. Taylor had traveled to Europe in 1844 as a teenager, seeking the sacred ground of Goethe, Byron, Dante, and Milton. He wrote travel letters for the Saturday Evening Post and the United States Gazette to support himself. The book that resulted from these dispatches, Views A-Foot, cemented his reputation. Through the ’50s, Taylor turned out books about his sojourns in California, the Holy Land, Asia Minor, Central Africa, India, Sicily, and Spain. A widely circulated illustration depicted him looking fearless in an Arab burnoose and turban. Now here he was in Columbus, Ohio.


Howells crashed Taylor’s post-lecture reception. “Heaven knows how I got through the evening,” he wrote in his old age. “I do not think I opened my mouth to address him a word; it was as much as I could do to sit and look at him, while he tranquilly smoked, and chatted with our host, and quaffed the beer which we had very good in the West. I longed to tell him how much I liked his poems, which we used to get by heart in those days . . .”3 A year later, Howells would make his own literary pilgrimage, to Boston. Anticipating Sam Clemens by nine years, Howells planned to drop in on James Russell Lowell at the Atlantic and thank him for printing some of his poems. The great man “had even written me a little note about them, which I wore next to my heart in my breast pocket till I almost wore it out.”4


Lowell received the young visitor graciously in spite of his congenital Puritan frostiness. Howells was mesmerized by Lowell’s beautiful eyes and by his general “Christ-look.” When the visit ended, Lowell even escorted him “across-lots” toward North Avenue until the pair came to a fence, which Lowell, caught up in the spirit of manly camaraderie, essayed to vault. He succeeded on the third try.


The visit cracked open a brilliant future for Howells. Lowell invited him to dinner a few days later in an upstairs room at the Parker House, a haven for writers, “at the old-fashioned Boston hour of two.”5 Howells was delightedly shocked to discover that the other guests would be Oliver Wendell Holmes and James T. Fields. As coffee and cognac were served at the end of a four-hour feast, Dr. Holmes smiled at the young man, then remarked to Lowell, “Well, James, this is something like the Apostolic succession; this is the laying on of hands.” The implication was unmistakable: William Dean Howells, the printer’s son late of Martins Ferry and Columbus, Ohio, had been selected as heir apparent to the editorship of America’s premier literary magazine. Howells would join the magazine as an assistant editor in 1866 and succeed Fields as editor in 1871. His influence over American literature for the remainder of the 19th century would be unrivaled.


THE NEW England Brahmins may have reigned as the high-Anglo literary voice of America, but they did not have the field to themselves. A shadow voice emerged from down in the buckskin-and-cottonfield regions of the country—the “Southwest,” as it was known then, or the South, as it would call itself in a bloody time yet to come. No lofty bouquets to Soul and Nature here; this strain was rough, illicit—and funny: the dark twin of the Boston school. Its purpose was not aesthetic, but political: to defend, by ruthless satire, the interests of the region’s monied classes against a rising tide of populism.


The genre originated in newspapers throughout the South. It spread to books. It took the form of grotesquely comic sketches and tales. The main characters enacted the Southern gentry’s worst nightmare, pollution of the aristocracy by the backwoods rabble. They were a gothic assortment: violent, coarse, drunken; they were confidence men, brutish adolescents, addled Bible-thumpers. Their names gave fair warning: Sut Lovingood, Simon Suggs, Ransey Sniffle, Flan Sucker. They brawled, boozed, leered, tricked, lusted, and eye-gouged their way through story after story. Their exploits fanned the economic and class anxieties that were widening the rift between North and South in the quarter-century leading up to the Civil War. The authors of the so-called “Southwestern humor” tales were not usually writers by calling, though many of them proved gifted within the bare-knuckle conceits of their genre. They were politically engaged newspaper publishers, doctors, lawyers—men who supported the aristocracy and the reactionary politicians who kept things nicely stratified.


A pair of stylistic devices—two contrasting “voices”—saved these tales from being merely disgusting, and allowed readers to be entertained. The first voice was that of the ruffians themselves. Coarse, ungrammatical, thickly vernacular, rendered in clunky phonetic spelling, it was the seductively comic voice of the id. “I jist lent him a slatharin calamity,” recalls Sut Lovingood about a fight he’d once picked for no particular reason,


rite whar his nose commenced a sproutin frum atween his eyes, wif a ruff rock about the size ove a goose aig. Hit fotch ’im! . . . I jumped hed fust through, atween his belly an’ the pole; my heft broke his holt, an’ we cum to the ground a- fitin . . . the fust thing I did, was tu shut my jaws ontu a mouthful ove his steak, ni ontu the place wher yer foot itches to go when yu ar in kickin distance ove a fop . . . I thot ove a box ove matches what I hed in my pocket, so I foch the whole boxful a rake ontu the gravil, an’ stuffed em all a-blazin inter one ove the pockets in his coat-tail . . . I no’d he’d soon show strong signs ove wantin tu go. So the fust big rare he fotch arter the fire reached his hide, I jist let my mouth fly open—so—an’ he went! his hole tail in a blaze!6


The second voice in these stories was the antithesis of the first. This was the smooth, grammatical, cool, and subtly disdainful voice of the “teller” within the story: the suave gentleman, no doubt a Southern Whig exactly like the reader, who begins the sketch by engaging in conversation with Suggs or Sniffle or Lovingood, and elicits the rough tale that forms the great middle of the piece. This supercilious voice provides the story’s indispensable “frame,” the point-of-view space that narrator and reader share, in an unspoken but obviously disapproving alliance against the lowlife telling the story. As it gained popularity throughout the Southwest, attracting imitators and recycling itself through the pages of a hundred local weeklies, the “frame story” accomplished its political work of hardening gentrified public opinion against the white-trash underclass. But it accomplished a contradictory and unintended effect as well.


The Suggs/Sniffle/Lovingood “voice” transcended its narrow political agenda. It made people laugh, not just in derision at the grotesques who slouched through the stories, but in recognition of parts of the human condition. It offered a compendium of folk customs—horse races, revivals, shooting matches, courtship rituals, quilting bees. It noted the clothes people wore and the food they ate. And with blithe equal-opportunity malice, it lampooned a whole universe of American types: the preacher, the Yankee peddler, the old wife, the pompous merchant, the rough but morally sensate youth.


What Southwestern frame humor lacked was legitimacy. No one had transplanted its rich vernacular energy or its gleeful grassroots realism into stories of deeper moral complexity. The New England arbiters of enlightenment would not allow these muddy boots inside the foyer. It remained a regional entertainment, its universal power awaiting the maturity of a small boy on the Missouri prairie.


That boy’s father, still reeling from the Panic of 1837, saw a notice in the February 27, 1839, edition of a small paper called Peake’s Commercial Advertiser. Property was available in a larger and growing village, called Hannibal, some forty miles to the northeast, on the banks of a great river. A great river! A town on the rise! Here at last was a can’t-miss opportunity! Marshall contacted the seller, one Big Ira Stout, and began trying to scrape together the purchase price. But before the Clemenses left Florida, Jane and Marshall’s nine-year-old daughter, Margaret, died on August 17, 1839, after suffering from an attack of “bilious fever.”


Jane, who had already lost one baby and was struggling to keep another child alive, went hysterical. Her wailing and invocations of the paranormal world were observed by her children. Orion, then fourteen, swore later that he witnessed an eerie gesture from little Sammy in the early phase of Margaret’s illness: as Orion sat beside his sister’s bed one evening, Sammy came floating into the room, fast asleep. He placed his hands on Margaret’s blanket and fidgeted with it for a few moments, then drifted off again.


Sammy’s actions, real or imagined, conformed to a ritual enshrined in Kentucky superstition: a gesture of second sight known as “plucking the coverlet” of someone who was soon to die. After Margaret succumbed several days later, Jane became convinced that Sammy possessed psychic power. For all his later worldliness and rejections of belief in a Christian god, Mark Twain retained similar suspicions. In later years he would experiment in communicating with his dead brother Henry through psychics.


Had the Clemenses understood the actual origins of Margaret’s affliction, they would have perceived an omen rooted in human, not paranormal affairs. “Bilious fever”—yellow fever—was a terrifyingly common frontier disease whose sources were murky. A viral infection that attacks the liver, it remains untreatable to this day, although there are now preventive vaccines. A Philadelphia doctor in 1798, groping for explanations for a recent epidemic of the fever in that city, noticed that it had broken out shortly after a ship, transporting slaves to America from the West Indies, docked and released the “foul air” stored up in its hold.


Years later, a fuller understanding emerged. It wasn’t the “foul air” itself that transmitted the disease, but what lived in that air: a mosquito, native to the rain forests of central and coastal Africa, the regions in which the slave traders did most of their harvesting. The mosquito was a hardy traveler. Margaret Clemens was likely killed by the same Peculiar Institution that had helped attract her father to Florida.


IN NOVEMBER of that year, a couple of weeks before Sammy’s fourth birthday, Marshall Clemens completed his plans. He negotiated a land deal with Ira Stout in Hannibal: he would sell Stout, for $3,000, more than 160 acres of his land holdings around Florida. In return, Stout would sell Clemens a 9,000-square-foot city block, for $7,000. Marshall recovered $2,000 of his capital a few days later, when he sold Stout an additional 326 Florida acres.


Hannibal, chartered as a town by the state just that spring, had 1,000 citizens. Marshall and Jane gathered their possessions (including Jenny, the last of their slaves), and their children: Orion, 14; Pamela, 12; Benjamin, 7; Sam; and Henry, aged 16 months.


The family’s first lodging in Hannibal was the Virginia House, a rickety wood-frame structure on Marshall’s new block of property a few dozen yards from the Mississippi riverbank. The Virginia House was a hotel, technically speaking, and Marshall hoped to draw revenue from its guests. His family occupied the second floor while, on the first, he established yet another grocery and dry-goods store. The problem was that at the time of the Clemenses’ arrival, Hannibal was neither a tourist mecca nor a national crossroads. It certainly didn’t need another general store. The action lay in sawmilling and hog slaughtering. Three mills processed local timber into boards for building permanent houses to replace log cabins. Hogs jostled dogs for primacy on the dirt streets. The hogs were driven by farmers to the pair of new pork-packing plants in town. Their hides ended up at the nearby tanyard, where they were cured for processing into shoes, boots, and saddles.


While Jane set up housekeeping, Marshall invested $2,000, on credit, toward purchase of foodstuffs and dry goods from a string of wholesalers in St. Louis, 120 miles down the river. He installed Orion behind the counter. If Marshall had overlooked any possible danger of success, his hiring of Orion made things airtight. As he grew more desperate, Marshall borrowed money from his wife’s relatives. Still, nothing worked. The new town was shaping up as just another stop on a winding trail of failure.


MEANWHILE, SAMMY took stock of his new surroundings. He saw a different realm entirely. He saw a heavenly place—as he later wrote—for a boy. There was so much, after the torpor of Florida, to excite his mind: the bustle of a town under construction; gable-roofed cottages, shops, and stables taking shape under the whine of sawmill blades and the percussion of hammer on nail. The clanging from the blacksmiths’ forges, the pig squeals, and the loud voices of the men in the riverfront bars. All of it was contained in a tidy little square of municipal plotting, with five streets parallel to the river, ending with Main Street nearest to the water’s edge. The Virginia House stood at Hill and Main, just yards from the shoreline.


The river meant everything to the town. It carried away tobacco, hemp, pork, and whiskey, and brought back cash. It offered a continuing vaudeville of floating humanity: the solitary canoeists—trappers, Indians—gliding past the town on the tide; the raftsmen and flatboatmen and the keelboatmen. Mark Twain could never stop describing the Mississippi as seen through Sammy’s eyes. “The hungry Mississippi . . . astonished the children beyond measure,” he wrote in his first long work of fiction. “Its mile-breadth of water seemed an ocean to them . . . and the vague riband of trees on the further shore, the verge of a continent which surely none but they had ever seen before.”7


Nothing compared to the featured attraction. First the deep coughing of the engines from perhaps a mile distant. Then a series of whistle blasts that echoed off the hillsides. Then the emergence from behind the bluff of the towering white emissary from Somewhere most unmistakably Else: first the prow of the three-tiered superstructure, the thirty-foot smokestacks pumping plumes of soot into the air; the high pilothouse and a figure at the knobbed wheel, staring ahead through the unglassed window; and then the rest of the boat’s curving three-hundred-foot length, festooned with fluttering banners, pennants, the American flag; the boat’s name written in bright decorative script across the paddle-wheel casing to break the whiteness.


If the steamboat docked at the levee, an expanse of inlaid stones, a land-locked local could glimpse a civilization unimaginable to one bred on the prairie at the nation’s far rim: a civilization of chandeliers, brass fittings, draperied windows, and gold-framed mirrors; of red velvet carpets and gilded saloons and skylights of colored glass; a civilization of oil paintings and calliopes and great stacked bales of cotton to be exchanged somewhere for great stacks of money. A civilization inhabited by astounding diverse creatures. Strolling the decks or stepping onto the levee to stretch their legs were Southern planters in striped frock coats and wide-brimmed hats, their wives nearly invisible under deep bonnets, their floor-length silk dresses expanded by petticoat and restrained by corset; immigrants newly arrived from Europe at New Orleans; perfumed French merchants and high-hatted British speculators; expressionless gamblers in their ruffled blouses and jackets with velvet piping; mustachioed military men; assorted divines, actors, whores, circus troupes, politicians, trappers with their sidearms handy.


Sammy Clemens, who lived a block from the river, regularly took in the show. Yet he showed remarkable restraint—he did not try to hitch a ride on a riverboat until he was nine.


LIFE INSIDE the Clemens household was a lot less enchanting. Marshall’s hopeless business instincts had sandbagged him again: Stout had inveigled him into some sort of indebtedness that effectively ended any dreams of prosperity. Mark Twain in his autobiographical dictations implied that Stout had bankrupted his father by refusing to repay a loan. This is unprovable in surviving records, but something had happened that deepened Marshall’s debt, and the humiliation of penury loomed.


Marshall grew bony, spectral; Sammy later recalled the Judge’s “eagle’s beak and an eagle’s eye.” He enforced discipline among his children, mostly by the power of his barely suppressed rage. A deist, he disdained churchgoing, and for a while, the family remained unaffiliated. His idea of a great evening consisted in reading poetry aloud to the family in an inflectionless voice. (Sammy developed a shrewd ear for bad poetry, and parodied it mercilessly later on.)


Outside the household, Marshall spearheaded new committees, tried to practice law, got himself elected justice of the peace in 1844, watched his store slowly strangle, and hoped that his Tennessee land would finally become desirable and make his fortune. Whatever anxieties rattled through the family may have worked their way into Sammy’s own consciousness. He was a remote, erratic little boy, with a wicked eye for the ways in which a desperate household betrayed itself—with its shabby décor, for instance; oilcloth window curtains with “pictures on them of castles such as had never been seen anywhere in the world but on window-curtains.”8


He suffered nightmares. His sleepwalking continued. He was prone to convulsions. Not until he was seven did he enjoy the health of a normal child. Jane and Sammy seemed to feed on each other’s hair-trigger nerves. Sammy would slip bats and snakes into her sewing basket; she told him tales of brutal and sadistic Indian attacks on her mother’s people. A loathing of Indians, or at least of Fenimore Cooper’s fictitious noble savages, was the one racial prejudice that Mark Twain could never shake off.


He escaped the oppressive household at every opportunity. Out in the world, he took extravagant physical risks, a lifelong predilection. He ventured onto the frozen Mississippi in winter and cavorted on its heaving ice floes. Dangerous water drew him; he dived into the depths of Bear Creek, which emptied into the Mississippi. The fact that he could not swim did not seem to matter; he recalls having been rescued from drowning seven or nine times. One of these episodes prompted Jane’s famous wisecrack that “[p]eople born to be hanged are safe in water.”


Sammy discovered another means of escape shortly after his family arrived in Hannibal. He learned to read.
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Of Words and the Word


(1840–42)


His learning process began well before his fifth birthday, in the spring of 1840, when Jane installed him in a “dame school” in Hannibal. Dame schools, classes taught by women in their homes, were a new phenomenon in the country. Previously, most teachers had been men who, on their way into careers as ministers or lawyers, would spend a year or two as schoolmasters as a way of paying their dues in the community.


Sammy’s first dame school convened in a little log structure on the southern flank of town, near Bear Creek. After a year or so Jane moved him on to a “Select School” conducted in a church basement. The teacher, who had known the Clemenses in Florida, boarded for a time in the family’s household, where she watched Sammy compulsively steal sugar, and get his knuckles rapped for it, at the dining table. This was Miss Mary Ann Newcomb, who taught Sam Clemens to read. Her granddaughters reported that she always recalled the Clemens household with gentle respect. Jane “was an intellectual woman,” whose wit and humor Sammy inherited. Marshall was “a courteous, well-educated gentleman,” admittedly not practical, but “a good conversationalist.”1 Overall, she never heard any grumbling in the household despite its straitened circumstances.


Mark Twain graciously returned this esteem years later, by making Miss Newcomb the model for the character Mrs. Bangs in his unfinished manuscript, “Autobiography of a Damned Fool.” Here she is “a very thin, tall Yankee person, who came west when she was thirty, taught school nine years in our town, and then married . . . She had ringlets, and a long sharp nose, and thin, colorless lips, and you could not tell her breast from her back if she had her head up a stovepipe hole . . .”2 He also made her the model for the fussy Miss Watson in Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.


Learning to read was by no means an inevitable skill for Sammy. He was a restless child, hated school, spent a lot of his class time daydreaming, and finished his “formal” education by age twelve. Had he been exposed to the standard, Puritan-inspired manner of instruction—rote memorization, as modeled by the New England Primer that appeared in 1686—his edgy attention may well have wandered to the leafy hills outside the schoolhouse window, as it did during other subjects. But a new text for teaching literacy was just being hawked by salesmen across America. Its popularity doomed the Primer to the dustbin in nearly every city and town where it showed up. McGuffey’s Eclectic Readers would take their place in the pantheon of American brands, along with Coca-Cola and Ford.


The Reader perfectly fit Mark Twain’s trope on American style: it did something that hadn’t been done before. This was the first schoolbook that conformed to the child’s cognitive strengths, rather than the adult’s didactic habits.I McGuffey’s Reader made literacy available by mass production after two centuries as a special privilege of the elite.


Before the McGuffey’s Reader, sons and daughters of the wealthy and the devout were drilled by tutors in a long, slogging metronomic march from letters of the alphabet, to syllables, to words, and finally to phrases. The classic medium for this method was the “horn book”—a sheet of paper with printed alphabet letters, a few short words, and a biblical verse. The paper was fixed to a paddle-shaped wooden board and protected by a sheet of transparent antler horn. The child literally wore the book—attached to his belt by a cord tied to the paddle’s handle—to memorize any time the urge hit him. The McGuffey’s Reader changed all that. Its methods were practical enough that just about anyone could teach them to a child. McGuffey’s drew the child into an active process, as opposed to passive memorization. In its advanced editions, McGuffey’s opened up a larger universe of contemporary writing. The Fourth Reader offered Daniel Defoe and Louisa May Alcott, for example; the Fifth, Charles Dickens, James Russell Lowell, James Fenimore Cooper.


The Reader had a further effect on Sammy: it established the primacy of the Bible as a cornerstone of his intellectual edifice—indeed, of his very consciousness. Biblical verses and parables formed the essential texts of the McGuffey’s earliest editions. As he learned language, Sammy internalized the idioms and metaphors of the Scriptures as well. No reading of Mark Twain’s literature can miss the inexhaustible evidence of the Bible as a source.


By the time of the Civil War, the Readers had effected a social transformation. Largely through their use, the first mass-educated and mass-literate generation in the modern world had come of age. Their surviving letters and diaries reveal an intimacy with English rhetoric and its leading avatars, and an assured, unself-conscious grace in deploying it. The prose of ordinary people generated a folk archive of the period unmatched by personal writing in subsequent generations.


For Sammy Clemens, reading became metanoiac, life changing. Words became objects of almost physical beauty to him, tooled and precise and as distinct from one another as snowflakes, each with its unique function and value in the universe.


After a couple of years of tutoring, Sammy moved on to a school for older children organized by an Irish immigrant named Sam Cross. In 1847, at age thirteen, he transferred briefly to John D. Dawson’s school, where he spent parts of a couple of years until the family’s poverty—Marshall was dead by then—forced him to work full-time. His formal education was finished, but his more formative education was just beginning.


Mark Twain never became a scholar of literature; but he became a passionate amateur scholar of language—his native language and a few others, which he taught himself. An Italian word, he observed while living in Italy, has to be used while it is fresh, “for I find that Italian words do not keep in this climate. They fade towards night, and next morning they are gone.”3 As for German, he advocated eliminating the dative case, requiring it to reorganize the sexes (“in German, a young lady has no sex, while a turnip has”), and, in general, retaining “Zug” and “Schlag” with their pendants “and discard the rest of the vocabulary. This would simplify the language.”4 Hawaiian he had no use for—“there isn’t anything in it to swear with.”5


Mark Twain became a stickler for grammar. Perfect grammar was “the fourth dimension,” he said, constantly sought but never found. (“I know grammar by ear only, not by note,” he confessed.)6 He was appalled by the subjunctive: “It brings all our writers to shame.”7 He valued brevity, and indeed his work was seminal in purging American literary English of its heavy Victorian ornamentation. “An average English word is four letters and a half,” he observed, adding that he had shaved down his own vocabulary till the average was three and a half. He adored aphorisms and built them throughout his life. Any language, to him, was a form of music. Even the slightest misuse of his native tongue grated on his ears like a false note in a tune—unless it was in dialect, which had its own laws.


Mark Twain would show his appreciation for the Readers in the same way that he paid homage to all the literature that moved him as a child—by lampooning them. He upended McGuffey’s pietistic messages in sketches such as “Story of the Bad Little Boy,” whose main character breaks every rule of good conduct with impunity, grows up to attain great wealth by cheating, murders his family with an axe, “and is universally respected, and belongs to the Legislature”;8 and, “The Story of the Good Little Boy,” whose insufferably straight-arrow protagonist gets (literally) whacked for his smarmy good-deed doings.9


Perhaps the most powerful evidence of his almost biophysical affinity for language, both read and spoken, was his capacity to remember great swaths of it. Even as a small child he could disgorge entire sections of adventure novels to move along the “plot” of some fantasy enactment with his friends. His rote memorization skills at school became legendary. Some of his best sketches—“Sociable Jimmy,” “A True Story Just as I Heard It”—are, if not virtual transcriptions of recollected dialogue, masterful approximations of it.


Sammy’s other principal source for reading and memorization skills was the Bible. As a boy, he absorbed the Scriptures’ verses uncritically; he groped torturously through their implications, with increasing fury and despair, for all of his adult life.


But his attitude toward the Bible, as he navigated the treacherous seas of his adulthood, transmuted itself into a kind of rage. He used it as a literary image, to emphasize the grotesque horror of a shooting, describing how “some thoughtful idiot” had spread it across the chest of a man dying from a gunshot wound.10 He turned the figure of Satan into an ambiguous hero, and Adam and Eve into characters in a proto–situation comedy. At the height of his fury, he castigated the Good Book as nothing more than a vessel of “blood-drenched history; and some good morals; and a wealth of obscenity; and upwards of a thousand lies.”11 He unleashed similar invective on the works of Fenimore Cooper and Walter Scott, who were other important sources of his enchantment as a boy. This suggested, perhaps, that the sense of romantic estrangement which so deeply haunted him was not so much from the religion and literature he’d cherished as a child, but from childhood itself.


THAT CHILDHOOD was laced with terror and loss. In May 1842 another Clemens child, this time nine-year-old Benjamin, fell suddenly ill and died, seemingly from the same “bilious fever” that had claimed his sister years earlier. Three of Marshall and Jane’s seven children were now in their graves. Marshall contained his grief under his well-worn armor of stoicism. Jane, who lived on passion, gave way to helpless keening, as she had after Margaret died. In her throes, she led her surviving children one by one into the bedroom where Benjamin’s corpse lay. There, she made each of them kneel beside the body and place a hand on its cheek. No explanation for this gesture survives. It may have been an artifact of mourning ritual learned in her Kentucky girlhood. It may have been a desperate gesture of farewell.


For the high-strung Sammy, already saddled with Jane’s belief that he possessed “second sight,” the forced touching seems to have carried darkly mystical implications. He never forgot it. Moreover, he linked this ghoulish memory with the conviction that Benjamin’s death was somehow his fault. Half a century later, he jotted an entry in his notebook that read: “Dead brother Ben. My treachery to him.” In “Villagers of 1840–3,” which he composed in 1897, he wrote, speaking unmistakably of himself and his family, but with the veneer of fictional characters,II “The mother made the children feel the cheek of the dead boy, and tried to make them understand the calamity that had befallen. The case of memorable treachery” (emphasis added).12


“IF CHRIST were here now,” reads an entry in Mark Twain’s notebook, “There is one thing he would not be—a Christian.” The seeds of this contempt for scriptural faith were planted a year into the family’s mourning of Benjamin, when Jane Clemens found that she could no longer do without the solace of church attendance. She joined a congregation, leaving Marshall stubbornly ensconced at home with his deist musings. Jane marched to church every Sunday, the four children in tow. Now the “imprinting” of the Bible’s influence on Sammy was intensified by the trauma and the torpor of Sunday mornings in the pews.


It was not his first exposure to the faith, strictly speaking. Jane had enrolled him in a Methodist Sunday school almost as soon as the family arrived in town, and soon the boy was blandly memorizing and reciting biblical verses along with the rest of the small inmates in the church basement. But Jane’s call to worship gave him his first taste of the ecclesiastical big leagues. In the Presbyterian church his mother chose, a more soul-sobering production of weekly apocalyptic theater probably did not exist.


Presbyterianism was the un-Transcendentalism of the early 19th century. No sunny optimism in its tenets, no cheery vision of liberating faith built on the divinity within the personal soul. Presbyterians derived from an older and chillier strain of worship in the New World, and from a blood-soaked era of Christian rebellion in Europe before that—the Reformation. They refused to believe that sinfulness could be absolved through ceremony and incantation. Far from the Emersonian notion of man’s personal divinity, Presbyterians believed in the cold, absolute sovereignty of God’s will. Sinners were doomed to Hell. In sum, the Presbyterianism of the dank Scottish moors belonged to nearly every iron-plated spiritual concept that the poet-mystics of Concord and Boston were trying to abolish.III


Sammy absorbed the bad news every Sunday. He later entertainingly disgorged his visual and aural memories of it all—the high pulpit with the red plush pillow for the Bible, the stiff wooden pews, the “melodeon,” or primitive organ; the caterwauling choir, the dozing oldsters, and his scattered fellow captives, the other boys, their spitballs at the ready, grateful for the diversion of a dog sitting down on the stinging warhead of a pinch bug—and getting up again.


But the abrasions of what he heard there never healed. Here was a religion seemingly designed in heaven that reinforced all of a nervous child’s worst fears. Unless you were one of the “elect,” ran the preacher’s constant message, there was no hope—you were categorically contaminated by sin. But you should still try to be good and cultivate the Moral Sense, on the off chance that God had elected you. A boy who already felt himself guilty for the death of his brother could conceivably take that kind of message to heart.


SAMMY’S CHURCH attendance also exposed him to the “Bible defense of slavery”—a burgeoning industry in the two decades running up to the Civil War.


The First Presbyterian had not always been a clearinghouse for proslavery propaganda. The church was organized in 1832 by a doctor and minister named David Nelson, a Tennessean who struggled with the moral implications of slaveholding. His temperate views did not, at first, antagonize the local slaveholders, who tolerated the (segregated) presence of slaves in the congregation starting in 1833. All of that changed in 1835, the year of Sammy’s birth, when Nelson suddenly declared himself an abolitionist. This was not a shrewd career move in Missouri. Soon his pamphleteering followers were being run out of the state by mobs. In 1836, Nelson himself triggered a riot while preaching abolition in the village of Palmyra, thirteen miles northwest of Hannibal. He narrowly escaped capture and imprisonment—or worse—and fled across the Mississippi River to Illinois. There, he founded an antislavery academy called the Mission School near Quincy.


By the time the Clemenses joined the church, it was solidly proslavery. The new minister, the Rev. Joshua Tucker, was perfectly happy to circulate the growing number of tracts, written and published in the slaveholding South, that explained how the institution of slavery was God’s will.


“MAN IS without any doubt the most intriguing fool there is,” Mark Twain wrote in 1909. “Also the most eccentric. He hasn’t a single written law, in his Bible or out of it, which has any but just one purpose and intention—to limit or defeat a law of God.”


“[Man] concedes that God gives to each man his temperament, his disposition, at birth; he concedes that man cannot by any process change this temperament, but must remain always under its dominion. Yet if it be full of dreadful passions, in one man’s case, and barren of them in another man’s, it is right and rational to punish the one for his crimes, and reward the other for abstaining from the crime.”13


In Mark Twain’s autobiography, God comes across like an avenging hit man. “I was educated, I was trained, I was a Presbyterian and I knew how these things are done,” Mark Twain seethes. “I knew that in Biblical times if a man committed a sin the extermination of the whole surrounding nation—cattle and all—was likely to happen. I knew that Providence was not particular about the rest, so that He got somebody connected with the one He was after.”14 Near the close of his life he still could not put it to rest. To his biographer, he quoted an old minister who declared that “Presbyterianism without infant damnation would be like the dog on the train that couldn’t be identified because it had lost its tag.”15


Yet strong evidence suggests that Mark Twain never could quite outrun the Christian faith. He remained a dutiful Presbyterian believer, at least until 1858 when a cataclysmic holocaust on the Mississippi River took the life of a beloved sibling. In the darkness of his private grieving after that, and even into his hard-drinking and hell-raising days as a wild journalist in the West, he toyed with the notion of becoming a preacher. In the long and grief-laced nights of his later years, even as he fulminated against a pitiless, depraved Christian God; brought Satan forward as a central figure in his tales; and secretly compiled the texts that would fully declare his apostasy after his death, Mark Twain seemed often to behave toward that God less like a coldhearted nonbeliever than like a jilted lover. His torment was Job’s torment, the transitory agony of one driven from the comforts of orthodox faith, who seeks a new faith system to fill the void.





I. The author of the Reader, William H. McGuffey, was well-suited to this sensibility. Born in 1800 in Pennsylvania, he taught himself to read, and succeeded well enough that he was teaching in rural Ohio schools by the age of thirteen. In 1826 he joined the faculty of Miami University, Oxford, Ohio, and began to think about public education. He turned his house into a model school for children in his neighborhood, and in observing them, formulated the basic principles of his Reader: that teachers should develop an intimate, “conversational,” but demanding relationship with their pupils, and that children’s reading skills should be built on a foundation of “wholesome” values: patriotism, charity, honesty, hard work, and a reverence for the Christian God.


II. The Clemenses are the only fictionally named family (the “Carpenters”) in “Villagers,” which Mark Twain obviously compiled as reference notes for possible future works. It lists and describes more than a hundred citizens of antebellum Hannibal from a perspective of forty-four years.


III. Theology aside, Presbyterianism left its mark in the New World in one towering, fundamental way: it formed the model for American representative democratic government. John Knox adapted John Calvin’s antipapist scheme of “voluntary associations,” organizing his churches as little communities whose elders—“presbyters”—were elected by the laity. These local councils fed into regional bodies, called synods, which in turn sent representatives to national groups, or General Assemblies. This grassroots system of churchly self-government, imported to the colonies in America by the Puritans, became the template for political self-government eventually enshrined in the Constitution of 1789.
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The Hannibal Decade


(1843–53)


As the dogwood blossomed on the forested hills around Hannibal in 1843, Sammy Clemens began to live the ten most imaginatively fertile years of his life. The “Hannibal Decade,” as it has been called, influenced most of his literature.


At age seven, he found a circle of boys his own age and became its animating force, appointing himself scriptwriter and director of all make-believe escapades. His lieutenant was a natural-born sidekick named Will Bowen, a year younger and one of seven children. Their father, a Tennessean named Samuel Bowen, was a fire insurance agent and warehouse owner. The Bowen family lived in a wing of that warehouse a block or so from the Virginia House. Drawing on the tales of Sir Walter Scott, Fenimore Cooper, and the legends of Robin Hood, which he had virtually memorized, Sammy assigned roles and dialogue to everyone. Will usually played the Terror of the Seas to Sammy’s Black Avenger of the Spanish Main. Sammy always reserved the star turn for himself. He demanded accuracy, just as Tom Sawyer demanded of “Joe Harper.”I


Tom called:


“Hold! Who comes here into Sherwood Forest without my pass?”


“Guy of Guisborne wants no man’s pass. Who are thou that—that—”


—“Dares to hold such language,” said Tom, prompting—for they talked “by the book,” from memory.


“Who are thou that dares to hold such language?”


“I, indeed! I am Robin Hood, as thy caitiff carcase soon shall know.”


“Then art thou indeed that famous outlaw? Right gladly will I dispute with thee the passes of the merry wood. Have at thee!” . . .


So they “went it lively,” panting and perspiring with the work. By and by Tom shouted:


“Fall! fall! Why don’t you fall?”


“I shan’t! Why don’t you fall yourself? You’re getting the worst of it.”


“Why that ain’t anything. I can’t fall; that ain’t the way it is in the book. The book says ‘Then with one back-handed stroke he slew poor Guy of Guisborne.’ You’re to turn around and let me hit you in the back.”


There was no getting around the authorities, so Joe turned, received the whack and fell.1


Samuel Clemens kept up his friendship with Will Bowen until Bowen’s death in 1893. Clemens greeted him in a famous 1870 letter as “My First, & Oldest & Dearest Friend,”2 a letter that went on to virtually announce the stirrings of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. This loyalty, even when separated by decades, half a continent, and the oceanic difference in their life fortunes, was deeply characteristic: Clemens held friendship as a value of nearly sacred proportions. The most convincing—if paradoxical—proof of this lay in his well-known rages and vendettas against people who he felt had betrayed his trust. “You could offer Clemens offences that would anger other men and he did not mind,” William Dean Howells recalled, “. . . but if he thought you had in any way played him false, you were anathema and maranatha forever.”3


An edge existed in the Clemens-Bowen friendship, however, in childhood and in later life. Two of Sammy’s most dangerous boyhood acts were performed in Will’s company. The first could be written off as a prank that nearly went fatally awry. The boys discovered a huge boulder, “about the size of an omnibus” as Mark Twain remembered it,4 lodged near the peak of Holliday’s Hill. One Saturday afternoon, the two boys put their shoulders against the rock, waited until a picnic party had passed on the road below, and gave it a shove. The plummeting rock tore up trees, crushed bushes, pulverized a woodmill—and then bore down on a drayman whose mule had entered the rock’s path. At the last instant the boulder struck a hard object and launched itself over the drayman’s head and into a frame cooper shop, probably that of Mrs. Horr’s husband. “The coopers swarmed out like bees,” Mark Twain recalled years later. “Then we said it was perfectly magnificent, and left. Because the coopers were starting up the hill to inquire.”II5


The second act was far more freighted. A near-suicidal gesture on its surface, it was more likely, by Mark Twain’s accounting, a rather brave gesture of his boyhood anxiety about fate—an anxiety almost certainly nourished by the Presbyterian message of predestination that he absorbed at Jane’s side every Sunday morning. An epidemic of measles hit Hannibal in the summer of 1845, claimed the lives of several children, and terrified everyone. Funerals occurred almost daily. No mother was more distraught than Jane Clemens, who became obsessively protective of her children. Will Bowen was among the afflicted. Sammy, all but certain that he was next, decided to force the issue. He slipped into the Bowen household and stole his way to the rear bedroom on the second floor, where Will lay. There he was spotted by Mrs. Bowen, who screamed at him and threw him out of the house. He returned, sneaking through the backyard this time, up the rear entrance and into the bed. He lay beside his stricken friend until Mrs. Bowen discovered him again and hauled him all the way home by the back of his collar. The contagion he received nearly killed him. The family gathered around his bed. “I have never enjoyed anything in my life any more than I enjoyed dying that time,” he remembered.6


TOWARD THE end of 1843, the Clemenses moved out of the Virginia House and into a residence of their own. Marshall had it built on a twenty-foot-wide lot for $330, the money supplied by a cousin in St. Louis, a lawyer named James Clemens Jr. It was an ordinary two-story wood-frame building a few doors up from Marshall’s rickety hotel and general store, at 206 Hill Street; but it would one day stand as the most famous frame house in America: the storied Boyhood Home. Pamela and Orion enjoyed separate rooms; Sammy and Henry shared a small bedroom on the second floor, facing the street. Sammy often awakened at night to the soft catcalls of his friends. Easing himself out the window, he would creep along the roof of the ell, drop to the top of a woodshed and then to the ground and his waiting gang, to commence his legendary explorations of the Hannibal night.


Often, a ragged phantom joined Sammy and his friends. “Why, that’s Tom Blankenship!” Pamela Clemens cried when she heard someone read the section of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer that introduced him.7 Mark Twain confirmed this four years before his death,8 yet the figure’s identity has been debated. Perhaps he was an amalgam of all the boys, a version of their idealized outlaw selves—including the dreaming child who would one day immortalize him in a timeless river novel.


Huckleberry Finn makes his entrance in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer as “the juvenile pariah of the village,”9 draped in garments cast off by grown men and clutching a dead cat. He is a doorway sleeper and master of profanity, an oracle of superstitions, charms, the ways of witches’ incantations, graveyard protocol, the ghosts of murderous men—and he is utterly unconstrained by adult discipline, by schooling or religion. In Tom Sawyer, he is a secondary character, the hero’s gaudy sidekick. Later, in his own book, Huck Finn liberates himself from Mark Twain’s customary boundaries, and takes on a depth and dignity that awed even his author.


By the 1850 census, Tom Blankenship was about four years older than Sammy: the second of eight children in a down-and-out family that had drifted up from South Carolina. His father Woodson was a laborer, and one of the town’s leading drunks, along with Jimmy Finn. His mother bore the beautiful name Mahala, a fairly popular name for early 19th-century women who had both Arabic and Native American roots. In their abjectness, the Blanken-ship family suffered humiliations beyond Woodson’s reputation as a drunkard. Mahala’s six daughters, as they came into their young womanhood, were accused as prostitutes, a charge never proven.


By the early 1840s Hannibal was shedding its provincial-outpost status, adopting American styles as they arrived from the East. Hoop skirts came into style. Boys and men were strutting around in slouch hats and long cloaks lined with bright plaid. “Worn with a swagger,” Mark Twain recalled. “Most rational garment there ever was.”10 Girls plaited their hair into long tails and wore white summer frocks and embroidered pantalettes. People sang to one another. Sheet music, printed in Philadelphia and New York with ornate type-faces under lavish chromolithographic covers, carried popular tunes via stage and steamer into the interior. Twain remembered “Oft in the Stilly Night,” “Last Rose of Summer,” “Bonny Doon,” “Old Dog Tray.” Pamela Clemens gave lessons in piano and guitar, and Sammy became proficient in both.


The minstrel show came to town and stayed for a week when he was ten, and featured Thomas “Daddy” Rice himself. Sammy Clemens loved the minstrel show. Samuel Clemens would always love the minstrel show. In the 1870s and ’80s, he was fond of entertaining dinner guests at his Hartford estate by jumping from his chair to perform “breakdowns” in an uncanny imitation of Rice—and Jim Crow. He cherished the memory of the minstrel show—only he didn’t call it the “minstrel show”—into the last years of his life, even after the founding star’s name had mostly slipped his mind (“Where now is Billy Rice?”11). His sensory recall of that introductory spectacle remained near-photographic; and the “photographs” offer damning evidence in the one debate that has towered above all others in the ninety-five years since his death: was Samuel Langhorne Clemens, or was he not, a racist?


He was not always the best witness in his own defense—at least judged by the standards of a later time, a time that began with the American civil rights movement. His autobiography affirms his boyish delight in Rice and his performers with their “coal black hands and faces,” their coats of curtain calico and their outsized clumsy shoes. “Their lips were thickened and lengthened with bright red paint to such a degree that their mouths resembled slices cut in a ripe watermelon.”12 He never called it the “minstrel show,” however, and the word he used in its place serves, for a great many people, as final proof of his racial iniquity. The summit of entertainment for him, he declared in his autobiography, always remained “the real nigger show—the genuine nigger show, the extravagant nigger show—the show which to me had no peer and whose peer has not yet arrived, in my experience.”13


Certain facts are incontrovertible. Those performers with coal-black hands and faces were white men, not Negroes, and everyone in the tent knew it, including Sammy. Their comedy consisted in shrill, outlandish arguments with one another in an extreme “Negro dialect”—until they were separated from one another by “the aristocrat in the middle,” a figure clad in “the white faultless evening costume of the white society gentleman” who spoke in a stilted, artificial, “painfully grammatical form of speech”14—the living embodiment, in short, of the disdainful “frame story” narrator. Once “Banjo” and “Bones” were tamed, every blackfaced trouper on stage would do a round or two of shuffle dancing, followed by some sentimental songs in the Stephen Foster vein. Thus the nonpareil entertainment form for Samuel Clemens was a burlesque of slave behavior, created and performed by men of the oppressing race.


But are those the elements on which Clemens’s enjoyment of minstrelsy depended? The minstrels’ extravagant clothing, Mark Twain was at pains to note, “was a loud and extravagant burlesque of the clothing worn by the plantation slave of the time; not that the rags of the poor slave were burlesqued, for that would not have been possible; burlesque could have added nothing in the way of extravagance to the sorrowful accumulation of rags and patches which constituted his costume; it was the form and color of his dress that was burlesqued” (emphasis added).15 Elsewhere in the reminiscence, he dwells on the hilarity, the delight, the silly punning of the performers; the convulsions and hysterics they evoked; the sweetness of the singing. Without torturing the point, it seems fair to conclude that (a) the young, uncritical Samuel Clemens was tainted by the Original Sin of Negro slavery, and by the assumptions of control and superiority that his slaveholding culture enjoyed; that (b) his enjoyment of the minstrel show derived from the universal absurdities of human strut and vanity that it evoked, and not from its inescapable undertone of cruelty; and to point out that (c) the long trajectory of his life is in many important ways a self-forged path upward and outward from that Original Sin, and toward an egalitarian vision of the races expressed in his best literature and in a range of personal and social gestures. As much as he rejoiced at Bones and Banjo, Sammy was equally distraught as he witnessed the wailing grief expressed by members of slave families when they were separated and sold. Mark Twain wrote about this theme repeatedly: in “A True Story” (1874), in Chapter 21 of A Connecticut Yankee (1889), and in Chapter 3 of Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894).


No one who knew him, including Frederick Douglass, ever accused him of animosity or condescension to the Negro race. Far from embracing the Bible defense of slavery, he disdained biblical interpretation in general, gravitating as a young man toward egalitarian Enlightenment-derived ideas, such as those of Tom Paine. William Dean Howells, a discerning and progressive man who knew Clemens about as well as anyone, called him “the most serious, the most humane, the most conscientious of men,” and added, “I never saw a man more respectful of negroes.”16


And finally, one must consider (unless one is hopelessly prejudiced against it) the testimony of Mark Twain himself: “I have no race prejudices, and I think I have no color prejudices nor caste prejudices nor creed prejudices . . . I can stand any society. All I care to know is that a man is a human being—that is enough for me; he can’t be any worse.”17


A LITTLE over a year later, Sammy watched a man die from a point-blank gunshot wound to the chest—the first premeditated murder in Hannibal’s history. The shooter was William Perry Owsley, a transplanted Kentuckian, town merchant, and the father of two of Sammy’s friends. Owsley gunned down a farmer named Sam Smarr after tiring of Smarr’s drunken tirades labeling Owsley as a thief and pickpocket. Owsley waited until the farmer returned to town a week later, sober, to sell a side of beef; stepped up behind the man less than a block from the Clemens house; drew a pistol out of his pocket; called, “You, Sam Smarr,” and drilled him twice at four paces as the farmer turned. While Marshall Clemens gathered depositions, Sammy watched Smarr be carried into a drugstore on the corner and laid on his back on a table, where it took him half an hour to die.


“[T]here was nothing about the slavery of the Hannibal region to rouse one’s dozing humane instincts to activity,” Mark Twain wrote.18 Yet virtually in the next breath, he “vividly” recalled seeing several men and women slaves chained together and sprawled on the levee pavement like sacks of flour, bound for the dreaded Deep South. And not many months after the Smarr shooting, he watched a local slave master lash out at one of his charges for some small mishap. The slave master had a hunk of iron ore in his punching hand. It took the slave an hour to die.


There were further horrors. On a hot August afternoon in 1847, the eleven-year-old Sammy and some friends crossed the Mississippi in a skiff to Sny Island, near the far shore. They tied up the boat and waded the shallow waters of Bird Slough, a sandy stretch between the island and Illinois, idly foraging the bushes for blackberries and pecans. It was an ordinary lark on an ordinary day, until the corpse of a Negro slave abruptly rose up out of the water and stared at them sightlessly. The body was that of Neriam Todd, who had escaped from his Missouri owners, swum the river, and hidden out on the island. Todd had been discovered a few days later by Bence Blankenship, Tom’s older brother. Despite the bounty on the slave’s head, Bence had looked after him for several weeks, venturing several times across the Mississippi with food that he’d stolen to give to the man. (In Huckleberry Finn, Huck comes across the runaway slave Jim hiding out on a Mississippi island, and launches out with him on the immortal raft odyssey downriver.)


Eventually a rumor arose that something suspicious was happening on Sny Island. A group of woodcutters found Todd and chased him into the slough, where they murdered him, mutilated his body, and left the remains to rot. The corpse had floated feet first with the current until it jammed in the sand. The boys’ disruption of the sediment probably set the body in motion again. The children fled the island and paddled madly back to the Hannibal shore, believing in their terror that the corpse was following them.


MARK TWAIN wrote, “when I was a boy everybody was poor but didn’t know it; and everybody was comfortable and did know it.”19 Wealth, and prospective wealth, tantalized Samuel Clemens throughout his life. His relations with money, even during his reign as a wealthy prince of literature, were nearly always tortured. He was “never comfortable with money nor satisfied without it,” Lewis Leary has accurately written.20 He alternately ruminated about money’s corrupting powers (“Vast wealth, to the person unaccustomed to it, is a bane; it eats into the flesh and bone of his morals”) and riffed on its lustrous appeal (“I’m opposed to millionaires, but it would be dangerous to offer me the position”),21 but neither pose did him much good; he foraged for money throughout his life, and it always got the best of him. He left no doubt as to the origins of money’s spell over him. “It is good to begin life poor; it is good to begin life rich,” he mused in 1897–98; “—these are wholesome; but to begin it prospectively rich! The man who has not experienced it cannot imagine the whole size of the curse of it.”22


“Curse” was hardly an exaggeration. Despite his strong intellectual gifts, Marshall Clemens could scarcely ever rub two Liberty Cap pennies together while he lived in Hannibal. Nothing worked for him. His tenants at the Virginia House seldom paid their board, while the customers of his general store helped themselves to food and supplies on credit that they never intended to settle. Exasperated, Marshall sent Orion to the town newspaper, the Journal, to learn the printing trade—a move that profoundly affected both Orion’s and Sam’s futures.


MARSHALL’ S FAILED ventures soon ate up whatever capital the Clemenses had brought with them from Florida, which did not include five of the six slaves they owned at the time of their marriage. Those had been sold. Marshall advertised his legal services; but, like Pudd’nhead Wilson, he found little demand. He turned to the one remaining fungible asset left over from his days of gentility: Jennie. Jennie had been a part of the Clemens household since Tennessee days. She had helped Jane keep Sammy alive in his sickly early months. In Hannibal she had saved him from drowning in Bear Creek. Marshall sold Jennie toward the end of 1842 or early 1843, to a trader considered wolfish even among owners of blacks in Hannibal. William Beebe was known as “the nigger-trader” because of his unrepentant dealings with the New Orleans slave market.


It is not clear whether the “tall, well formed, nearly black” Jennie was sold against her will or whether she naïvely requested the transaction herself, as Mark Twain maintained.23 In “Villagers,” Mark Twain recalled that “Judge Carpenter” “[h]ad but one slave—she wanted to be sold to Beebe, and was. He [that is, Beebe] sold her down the river. Was seen, years later, ch[ambermaid] on a steamboat. Cried and lamented.”24 Mark Twain describes this woman as being “like one of the family,” and suggests that she had been beguiled by Beebe with “all sorts of fine and alluring promises.”25 A fate with strikingly similar components is visited on the nearly white slave Roxana of The Tragedy of Pudd’nhead Wilson.


The sale of Jennie did nothing to augment the Clemenses’ fortunes. Marshall apparently never collected on her price. He ended up with two promissory notes from Beebe, probably marking the Jennie business and some other transaction, totaling about five hundred dollars. The notes proved roughly as valuable to him as his Tennessee land.


SOON, THE Virginia House slipped out of Marshall’s grasp. Marshall naïvely agreed to stand behind some loans to the unscrupulous land speculator Big Ira Stout. When Stout defaulted, the Virginian ponied up. Mark Twain recalled that this honorable action “bankrupted” his father. No records have been found that document this deception, but in 1841 Marshall Clemens surrendered the title of the Virginia House to a St. Louis merchant who had stocked the general store on credit. Even this transaction failed to wipe out Marshall’s debt. Although the merchant may have been satisfied, Marshall’s code of honor did not allow him to escape with minimal “satisfaction.” Sammy and the other children looked on as their parents stripped down their household, offering up their furniture, forks and spoons, and even the family cow in a prideful effort to pay off every cent that they owed. They continued to live in the building as tenants for a while, but eventually quit the house. None of their addresses for about a year are known. Orion, seventeen, sought work in St. Louis as a journeyman printer. He lived on bread and water, read the Bible, and got up before dawn. He was elected president of the St. Louis Apprentices’ Association.


Jane saw to it that Sammy remained in school, and sent him each summer to his uncle’s farm at Florida. Of his playmates there, he recalled, “All the negroes were friends of ours, and with those of our own age we were in effect comrades. I say, in effect, using the phrase as a modification. We were comrades, and yet not comrades; color and condition interposed a subtle line which both parties were conscious of, and which rendered complete fusion impossible.”26


DUAL IDENTITY —the divided self, the self transposed, two selves inhabiting the same body—formed a central theme in Mark Twain’s literature. To look into his father’s life is to confront the fountainhead of this vision. The extraordinary twins conjoined in Marshall Clemens’s frame were contradictory almost beyond caricature. One was the Judge: an educated, eloquent, ambitious man, claimant to British peerage; a natural civic leader, apostle of the Southern honor code, a visionary of the America to come. He held the power of life and death over other men: as justice of the peace, he prepared depositions in the trial of William Owsley, the murderer of Sam Smarr. (Owsley was acquitted.) In his Hannibal courtroom, a small space on Bird Street, he once subdued a plaintiff with a mallet blow to the head after the man had fired off a pepper-pot revolver. This version of Marshall Clemens reigned as a titan in Sammy’s consciousness.


The Judge’s aims were constantly thwarted by Marshall, the proud idealist and frustrated intellectual whose honor code was exploited by lesser, stupider men; who wrecked his health at an early age, married a woman vengefully on the rebound, proved too visionary by a century in his greatest land investment, stood behind bad loans, paid his debts, forgave his creditors, and thus remained poor for most of his life.


The Judge had his moments of intersection with history, however. In 1841 he sat on a jury in a trial that amplified the virulence of Missouri’s proslavery passions before the eyes of the nation. Only the United States Supreme Court’s Dred Scott ruling in 1857 (which nullified the Missouri Compromise’s restrictions on slavery and held that slaves could never become U.S. citizens) surpassed it in the annals of Missouri slave litigation. The trial, held at Palmyra, decided the fates of three Christian abolitionists who had crossed the Mississippi from Illinois in search of slaves to spirit back across the river to freedom. The men, James Burr, George Thompson, and Alanson Work, were captured by vigilantes alerted by the slaves themselves, who thought the strangers might be tricksters trying to get them into trouble. The trial ended with prison sentences of twelve years for each man. The stacked nature of the trial and the harshness of the penalty attracted attention as far away as William Lloyd Garrison’s fiery abolitionist paper the Liberator in Boston, and the Observer in Hartford.


The move into the house at 206 Hill Street in 1843, bankrolled by James Clemens Jr., relieved the family of its anxiety over shelter, for a while. Marshall opened his law office near Hill and Main. He bought a piano for Pamela who by now was giving lessons in piano and guitar. “The Judge” helped organize the Hannibal Library Institute, and provided most of its books. He promoted a Masonic college for Hannibal. Nobody was interested.


Jane’s and Sammy’s affection for each other deepened in these years, as did her influence on his character. She gamely suffered the red-haired boy’s habitual mischief—dosing a cat with a painkiller, fidgeting with pinch bugs in church, tricking her into standing up for Satan as a victim of bad luck. She reinforced Sammy’s enchantment with language. Mark Twain marveled at the “unstudied and unconscious pathos” of her native speech. When stirred to indignation “she was the most eloquent person I have heard speak.”27 He added:


It was seldom eloquence of a fiery or violent sort, but gentle, pitying, persuasive, appealing; and so genuine and so nobly and simply worded and so touchingly uttered, that many times I have seen it win the reluctant and splendid applause of tears. . . .28


These were the days of the circuses and the mesmerizers; the heyday of Sammy’s larking gang. These were the days when Sammy encountered Anna Laura Hawkins, late of Kentucky—or, as she became in her incarnation as “Becky Thatcher,” the “lovely little blue-eyed creature with yellow hair plaited into two long tails, white summer frock and embroidered pantalettes.”29 The model for the heroine of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer was one of ten children of a prosperous farmer who kept a trim white frame house in town opposite 206 Hill Street. Laura remembered Sammy as a caper-cutting barefoot boy with “fuzzy light curls all over his head that really ought to have belonged to a girl.”30 She also recalled that “Sam and I used to play together like two girls.”


IN 1846, the Clemens family hit rock bottom. Marshall had sued William Beebe—who now owned a store near the levee—in 1843 over the outstanding notes regarding Jennie. He was awarded damages from them, but (being Marshall) was only able to realize some tin plates, sacks of salt, a screw press, some barrels, and a nine-year-old Negro girl. Marshall got John Quarles to try to collect on a $300 note, which pushed Beebe’s nose out of joint. The slave trader got possession of a $290.55 debt claim on Marshall from a local storekeeper and, in August 1846, he gleefully sued Marshall back. Marshall’s luck held true, as the judge awarded Beebe not only the amount of the debt, but also $126.50 in damages. A week before Christmas, the trader pressured the court to order the sheriff to sell off the “goods and chattels and real estate” of John Marshall Clemens toward payment of the award.31


The sheriff could find nothing to sell. Marshall had foreseen the move and evacuated his family from the little house at 206 Hill Street, surrendering its title back to his cousin James in St. Louis. James rented the house to Dr. Hugh Meredith and his two elderly unmarried sisters. The Clemenses’ humiliation was complete. They accepted lodgings offered by the druggist Orville Grant across the street, just downhill from the prosperous Hawkins family. This was the same building—it still stands in Hannibal—where Sam Smarr had died from his gunshot wound. Jane cooked the Grants’ meals and washed their clothes. Pamela salvaged the family’s weather-beaten piano and continued giving lessons to help keep her family afloat.


Mark Twain found punitive use for William Beebe in his late, unfinished fiction, casting him as slave trader Bat Bradish in Tom Sawyer’s Conspiracy and alluding to “the nigger-trader” in “Schoolhouse Hill.”


In March 1847, Marshall Clemens saddled a horse and made the thirteen-mile trip to Palmyra on court business. On his way home he was overtaken by a sleet storm and contracted pneumonia. He lay abed in Dr. Grant’s drugstore for about two weeks. Orion came home from St. Louis. As delirium set in, Marshall’s mind returned to the Tennessee land and the hope it had represented. “I am leaving you in cruel poverty,” Mark Twain has Judge Hawkins gasp as he dies in The Gilded Age. “But courage! A better day is—is coming. Never lose sight of the Tennessee Land! . . . There is wealth for you there—wealth that is boundless!”32


In his final moments, on March 24, 1847, Marshall Clemens reached out to Pamela and kissed her (“for the first time, no doubt,” Mark Twain notes in “Villagers”) and then sank back to die. He was forty-nine. Missouri had not worked out after all.


John Marshall Clemens’s personal catastrophes never dimmed his civic visions. In November 1846, in the throes of his collapse at the hands of Beebe, Marshall had chaired a committee of businessmen pushing for a railroad from Hannibal westward to St. Joseph. The Hannibal & St. Joseph Railroad was chartered in 1847 and completed in 1859. It ushered in a boomtown epoch that lasted three-quarters of a century. Fortunes were created as pine logs, harvested in the Northern forests and floated down the Mississippi, were sawed into lumber in one of Hannibal’s several mills, stacked onto freight trains and transported west for house building in the newly populous territories.


The railroad that arose posthumously from Marshall Clemens’s vision created more wealth in Hannibal than would ever be converted from his son’s literary reputation.


A FOUNDATION stone of the Mark Twain myth involves a scene in which Jane leads the eleven-year-old Sammy to the side of his dead father’s bed. Paine gives it a hagiographic glow.


“Here by the side of him now,”33 Jane told Sammy; she needed a promise.


He turned, his eyes streaming with tears, and flung himself into her arms.


“I will promise anything,” he sobbed, “if you won’t make me go to school. Anything!”


His mother held him for a moment, thinking, then she said:


“No, Sammy; you need not go to school any more. Only promise me to be a better boy. Promise not to break my heart.”


So he promised her to be a faithful and industrious man, and upright, like her father. His mother was satisfied with that. The sense of honor and justice was already strong within him. To him a promise was a serious matter at any time; made under conditions like these it would be held sacred.34


This account, with its Victorian flourishes, has become suspect in certain critical circles. But in an 1885 interview with the Chicago Inter-Ocean, Jane Clemens described a scene that, while different in some respects, confirms the essence of Paine’s account. She said in part:


. . .[A]nd when Sam’s father died . . . I thought then, if ever, was the proper time to make a lasting impression on the boy and work a change in him, so I took him by the hand and went with him into the room where the coffin was . . . and with it between Sam and me I said to him that here in this presence I had some serious requests to make of him, and I knew his word once given was never broken. For Sam never told a falsehood. He turned his streaming eyes upon me and cried out, “Oh mother, I will do anything, anything you ask of me except go to school; I can’t do that!” That was the very request I was going to make. Well, we afterward had a sober talk, and I concluded to let him go into a printing office to learn the trade, as I couldn’t have him running wild. He did so, and has gradually picked up enough education to enable him to do about as well as those who were more studious in early life.35


To say the least.


Whether or not Sammy’s promise changed him, guilt hung like a fog around Mark Twain’s memories of his boyhood. He blamed himself for nearly every calamity that happened to others. But what had he ever done?


A couple of provocative explanations for Mark Twain’s guilt arise from the records. The first is the enigmatic matter of “the autopsy.” Twain alluded to “the autopsy” twice, each time with an obvious self-distancing. In “Villagers,” he appends the two words to the bottom of his long entry regarding “Judge Carpenter.” In his notebook entry of October 10, 1903, Twain wrote: “1847. Witnessed post mortem of my uncle through keyhole.”


This may be an oblique way of recording that Sammy saw his father’s body cut open with a knife employed by the family physician, Dr. Hugh Meredith.


What was Dr. Meredith looking for? One Twain scholar has surmised that Dr. Meredith was driven by a professional curiosity similar to that of the cadaver-storing Dr. McDowell.36 Meredith may have wanted to assess the effects on Marshall’s body of his “lifelong mysterious maladies,” the nervous exhaustion and shortness of breath that chronically afflicted the Judge.


More recent scholarship has taken a darker view. One scholar has speculated that Marshall, sexually starved in his passionless marriage, contracted a venereal disease on that winter trip downriver. Or at least that Jane suspected as much and ordered the autopsy, a rare procedure after a death of a nonviolent nature.37


There was at least one corroborating witness to Marshall’s autopsy: Orion, who wrote of it in an unpublished autobiography, a manuscript he gave to his brother in the hope of getting it into print. William Dean Howells read this manuscript, and when he came across the account, he was utterly shocked.III He pleaded with Mark to suppress it:


But the writer’s soul is laid too bare; it is shocking . . . if you print it anywhere, I hope you won’t let your love of the naked truth prevent you from striking out some of the most intimate pages. Don’t let any one else even see those passages about the autopsy. The light on your father’s character is most pathetic.38


Judge Clemens was buried in the cemetery that served as the model for the one in Tom Sawyer, the hilltop Baptist cemetery north of town, on the same ridgeline that formed Holliday’s Hill. Mark Twain never had to look far for his fictional ideas.





I. Will also inspired “Joe Harper” in Huckleberry Finn and Tom Sawyer’s Conspiracy. He also provides elements of the highly composite “Tom Sawyer,” who by tradition is Sammy’s alter ego.


II. This version of the story, which Twain recounted in The Innocents Abroad, varies significantly from the more cautious version the author told to his biographer Albert Bigelow Paine some thirty-five years later, around 1906. The older Twain now insisted that the boulder had begun moving on its own, and that the incident had occurred on a Sunday, when the cooper’s shop was empty.


III. Paine read the manuscript as well. In fact, he lost it, either by accident or on purpose, which is why it remains unpublished.
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Apprentice


(1848–51)


Twenty-one-year-old Orion now headed the family, a responsibility essentially beyond him. But there were no other options. Jane Clemens, not yet forty-four, drew inward, wept frequently, became absorbed in omens and dreams. Her flame-colored hair was graying. She took up pipe smoking, played cards, accumulated cats, and grew deeply absorbed in the color red. Pamela was now a pale woman of twenty, kindly disposed, solemn, interested in Eastern spirituality. She gave up her rounds as a traveling music teacher and stayed at home, receiving a few pupils and taking care of Jane. Henry and Sam—he no longer wanted to be called “Sammy”—went to school.


Orion did manage one important act: he prevailed on James Clemens Jr. to let him lease the house at 206 Hill Street, probably for a token sum, and the family moved back there a month after Marshall’s death.


At his mother’s urging, Sam set out to take whatever work he could find around town. He clerked in a grocery store, but was fired, he later revealed with a wink, for getting into the sugar. He worked in a bookstore, but didn’t like it because “the customers bothered me so much I could not read with any comfort.”1 A stint in an apothecary shop ended because “my prescriptions were unlucky, and we appeared to sell more stomach pumps than soda water.”2 He had a paper route for a while, delivering the Hannibal Gazette; he delighted in spreading word of the United States Army’s victory at Chapultepec Castle in September 1847, which turned the tide of the Mexican War. An officer in that battle—who ordered a howitzer lifted into a church belfry for more effective firing—was Ulysses S. Grant, whom Clemens would get to know rather well.


He worked in a blacksmith’s shop. He worked part-time as a printer’s devil at the Hannibal Gazette, published by one Henry La Cossitt—the first stage of apprenticeship. He claimed that he even spent a week studying the law, but gave it up “because it was so prosy and tiresome.”3 (No offense, Pa!)


This fitful job hopping went on for about a year and a half. Then, around June 1848, Jane apprenticed him to the new twenty-four-year-old publisher of the Hannibal Gazette, renamed the Courier. Joseph P. Ament took over La Cossitt’s shop on the second floor of the L. T. Brittingham drugstore at Hill and Main, Hannibal’s hub of commerce.


Sam’s workplace was only half a block from the Clemens household, yet it stood directly in history’s path. The newspaper age was dawning in America, an age that would effloresce into mass communications and the formation of a transformative popular culture. Sam Clemens, who would come to define that culture, was there from the beginning: he fetched water, swept the floor, and stoked the fireplace in the winter. He was paid nothing, but the arrangement saved Jane a few pennies. Sam wore Ament’s hand-me-down clothes and took meals in the Ament household on the edge of the village, returning downtown to sleep on the print-shop floor. Sam loathed the Aments. He considered Joseph a stingy, short-tempered, and generally nasty man—“this diminutive chunk of human meat,”4 as he would brand him in the Hannibal Journal several years later. In his spare moments, however, Sam learned to set type, a valuable skill.


Newspapers proliferated across the nation in the late 1840s. Borne on the rising tide of mass literacy, their page production expanded by steam, their information sources interlinked by the railroad and telegraph, newspapers collapsed time and space between individuals and the events that affected their lives. In the cities, two-cylinder iron printing presses powered by steam replaced the wooden hand-operated ones, some of which had required four days of loading just to print one page. In the hinterlands, smaller and more manageable hand-run presses made start-ups possible in every hamlet. Cities were hotbeds of the press. In Baltimore, a Quaker printer and journalist named Hezekiah Niles created the ancestor of the 20th-century news-magazine: his Niles’ Register, which he founded in 1811, grew into a national journal of tremendous influence in the pre–Civil War era. Its densely set pages, unrelieved by illustration, were crammed with national and international news, most of which Niles drew (in classic newsweekly fashion) from other publications. Devoted readers included John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and Andrew Jackson.


America, which claimed only 650 weekly papers and 65 dailies in 1830, boasted double that number in the early 1840s. By the end of the decade the figure would double again. Most of the papers sold for a penny, and took in profits by selling ad space. Newspapering had shifted its raison d’être a few years earlier, from functioning as political-party organs to journals of information aimed at an undifferentiated readership.


The social impact of newspapers reached well beyond information sharing. Collectively, they formed a far-flung archipelago of working writers’ workshops: venues where talented young men, and occasionally women, could develop prose writing skills that they might later adapt to the creation of novels, essays, and poems. Most of the nation’s best-known writers of the 19th and early 20th centuries made this journey “from fact to fiction,” as Shelley Fisher Fishkin has called it.5 “The poor boy’s college,” Franklin called the printing shop, and indeed it was the wellspring of America’s distinctive literature of personal experience.


The penny-press vogue had reached Hannibal in 1837, with a paper called the Commercial Advertiser, later the Pacific Monitor, then the Hannibal Journal and Native American, and finally the Journal. Now, with the quiet Gazette transformed, the Journal had some real competition. Ament was an ambitious, tight-fisted and shrewd young man who saw ad dollars to be harvested from Hannibal’s prospering parasol sellers, cigar and snuff dealers, cookstove merchants, slave traders, and saddle makers. Hannibal was booming. Even a fellow with writing ambitions could get a leg up. The Writing Academy of Messrs. Jennings and Guernsey offered


[c]lasses, day or evening as preferred. A class for ladies only in the afternoons. A chance for Hannibal people who have never had an opportunity to write, to do so now.6


The packing plants at Bear Creek now slaughtered thirteen thousand swine a year and the streets were glutted with squealing porkers and their waste. Sam and his friends made balloons out of discarded pig bladders—or at least Tom Sawyer and his friends did. Steam-driven ferries across the Mississippi replaced the ones powered by horses on treadmills. The jostling new steamboats formed a nautical skyline along the levee, replacing the once-a-day packets of Sam’s earlier boyhood. The boats took away 110,000 bushels of wheat and other produce; the total value approached $1.25 million.7 (In the summer of 1845 one of them unknowingly took away the nine-year-old Sammy, who had crept aboard and hidden under a lifeboat. He made it as far as Louisiana, Missouri, thirty-two miles downstream, before a crewman noticed his legs sticking out and he was set ashore.) Almost everyone was making out, it seemed, except the Clemenses.


TYPESETTING WAS arduous, repetitive, exacting work. The steam-driven press had not yet appeared in Hannibal, and many newspapers employed updated versions of the wooden spindle-screw press used by Benjamin Franklin in 1725 London—a device similar to the one invented by Gutenberg almost three hundred years earlier. In 1795, a Scotsman living in Philadelphia named Adam Ramage tossed out the time-consuming spindle screw in favor of a triple-threaded device that allowed for 250 separate impressions an hour. Ramage’s lighter model was transportable by steamboats and even horse-drawn carts, and fit into a household-sized room. Even before the advent of steam, the Ramage press brought the age of newspapering across the Mississippi and into the West.


Ament almost certainly owned a Ramage, and this machine became Sam’s primer. He and his co-workers learned to put together news pages by picking individual letters (cast backward, of course) from a case of metal typefaces sorted alphabetically. The letters—now words—were fitted into metal “sticks.” These lines of type were stacked in open metal frames, locked down, and carried over the “bed” of the press. When the bed was full, the printers slathered it with viscous ink and covered the inky type with a sheet of paper, usually made of sturdy rag stock. Then they pressed the platen, hinged to the type bed at a right angle, down on the bed via the powerful triple-threaded screw. It was extremely dirty work, if only because of the ink.


Typesetting was not the only source of fascination for Sam in Ament’s little newspaper shop. He also delighted in his fellow inmates. Newspapering held a natural attraction for eccentric misfits, whether in a rural outpost or a great city. The Courier boasted at least two, not counting the owner: a journeyman printer named T. P. “Pet” McMurry, and Sam’s fellow boarder and apprentice, the bear-sized Wales McCormick. Sam rejoiced in McMurry’s dandified ways—his plug hat tipped forward almost to the bridge of his nose, his greasy red hair rolled under at the bottom, his red goatee. The part of Pet’s hair under the plug hat was so deep and precise that “you could look into it as you would into a tunnel.”8 Sam loved his “mincing, self-conceited gait,” which he recalled as “a gait possible nowhere on earth but in our South & in that old day . . .”9 McMurry, in turn, later remembered Sam as a tiny, curly-haired boy “mounted upon a little box at the case, pulling away at a huge Cigar,” wailing the ballad of a drunken man as he worked.10 McMurry probably mentored the boy in the art of typesetting.


Then there was seventeen-year-old Wales McCormick, who awed Sam with his genial amorality. His bulk bursting through Ament’s other cast-off suit, Wales capered through the premises as “a reckless, hilarious, admirable creature; he had no principles, and was delightful company.”11 Among the antics that regaled Sam, who was not yet detached from the racist mores of his time and place, was Wales’s pastime of coming on to the daughter of the Aments’ elderly slave-woman cook. Mark Twain recounted the casual hazing decades later, still with only a hint of reproach. A “very handsome and bright and well-behaved young mulatto,” as Twain remembered her, this hapless figure endured Wales’s boisterous bouts of “making love” to her night after night: “It was killingly funny to Ralph [the other apprentice] and me.”12 Mark Twain did not specify what he meant by “making love.” In that era the term was often a synonym for “romancing” or “paying court to.” But he left it clear that whatever the extent of McCormick’s attentions, or intentions, the mother and daughter were helpless: “And, to speak truly,” he continued in the passage, “the old mother’s distress about it was merely a pretense. She quite well understood that by the customs of slave-holding communities it was Wales’s right to make love to that girl if he wanted to.” (The fact that the girl was “mulatto” more or less ratified this.) He concluded the anecdote with a moderate acknowledgment of the sordidness of it all: “But the girl’s distress was very real. She had a refined nature, and she took all Wales’s extravagant love-making in resentful earnest.”


McCormick turned his rakehell needling on more formidable targets as well. Not long after Sam joined the Courier, an eminence from the booming religious-revival circuit swept into town. In Mark Twain’s frequent (and varied) recounting of the story, the figure was Alexander Campbell,I son of Thomas Campbell, the founder of the Campbellites and a co-founder of the Disciples of Christ. The illustrious divine preached a sermon on the town square, and Sam marveled at the turnout. “[T]hat was the first time in my life that I had realized what a mighty population this planet contains when you get them all together.”13 His followers craved a printed version of the homily, and Ament printed five hundred copies for sixteen dollars, a sum exceeding any Sam had ever seen, given that Hannibalians usually settled their debts with sugar, coffee, turnips, and onions.


This visit produced what might be called the Gospel according to Wales. In one version of the story, Twain insisted that when Campbell stopped by Ament’s shop with the sermon, he overheard McCormick exclaim, “Great God!” The preacher took the boy aside and admonished him that “Great God!” was blasphemy, and that “Great Scott!” would be one example of an acceptable substitute. McCormick apparently took this to heart: while correcting the proof sheet of the sermon, he dutifully changed Campbell’s own pious use of “Great God” to “Great Scott.” Taken with the spirit, he amended “Father, Son & Holy Ghost” to “Father, Son & Caesar’s Ghost,” and then improved even that bit of euphemism—to “Father, Son & Co.”14


Wales’s moment of divine reckoning approached when he removed the full name “Jesus Christ” from a line in the sermon to create more space, and substituted “J. C.” For some reason, this infuriated Campbell as he read the proof sheet; he strode back to the print shop and commanded McCormick: “So long as you live, don’t you ever diminish the Savior’s name again. Put it all in.”15 McCormick took this advice to heart: the revised line came out, “Jesus H. Christ.”


Typesetting made language more palpable to Sam and he quickly excelled at it. The process of putting his fingers on molded metal letters, feeling their weight, and sliding them along precise rows into words and sentences as he smoked his outsize “Cigar” seems to have annealed him to language as a tactile presence in his hands. The paradigm of typesetting governed his prose writing and his handwriting, resonating with his speaking style. Even as torrentially fast as he worked, twenty manuscript pages a day in the throes of inspiration or need, his sentences were always constructed, never dashed off: “. . . [T]he difference between the almost-right word and the right word is really a large matter—it’s the difference between the lightning-bug and the lightning.”16 He loved the last words of the ex-printer, Benjamin Franklin, and the process of their careful composition: “He pondered over his last words for as much as two weeks, and then when the time came he said ‘None but the brave deserve the fair,’ and died happy. He could not have said a sweeter thing if he had lived till he was an idiot.”17 His handwriting remained exceptionally clear, almost geometrically shaped on the page, throughout his life, and he frequently filled his margins with typesetter’s instructions to the printer. His speaking style, famous for its “long talk” and its effective pauses, was virtually an aural analog of typography’s orderly flow.


IN 1849, Sam and his cohorts had plenty of news to set in type.


In April, a new stream of transients joined the hogs and dogs jostling for space on Hannibal’s streets: fortune hunters from the East, disembarking by ferry and steamboat to commence the two-thousand-mile overland trek to California following the discovery of gold on the American River in the California Territory. Here was the hotel clientele that the late Marshall Clemens had dreamed about. The Gold Rushers galvanized the town and swept eighty of its citizens along with them that year. Three hundred Hannibalians would eventually join the worldwide frenzy—including Dr. Meredith and his son and, in a roundabout way, the small cigar smoker in Ament’s printing shop.


Two months later, a darker stream infested the town: cholera. An epidemic broke out in New Orleans at the year’s turn, traveled by steamboat up the Mississippi River, left 3,200 dead in St. Louis, and struck Hannibal in June before moving on to Chicago and into Wisconsin. It was the second such attack in three years. The Courier toted up the dead—thirty, before the summer was over—and recommended “soap and courage,” while the Journal advised a flannel or woolen belt around the belly. The Bloomington, Illinois, Western Whig theorized that it was a “malignant agent in the atmosphere” that originated somehow in “the decay of vegetable matter about the mouth of the Ganges in Asia.”18


Cholera was the most dreaded of all the inexplicable diseases to sweep through European and American populations in the 19th century. Like bilious fever, it crossed oceans on westbound ships and then fanned out along inland waterways, borne by a bacterium that lurked in food and drinking water (although science did not figure this out until 1883). It attacked the intestines, causing diarrhea and vomiting, and death resulted within three days. Cholera hitched a ride west with the Gold Rushers. The prospect of it would haunt every ocean voyage that Mark Twain made in his long life, and sometimes it struck the ships on which he sailed.


Later that year, Sam found himself setting type on a gruesome story that spread terror in Hannibal, led to the county’s first legal execution, and reinforced the racial tensions that were mounting inexorably toward civil war. This was the rape and murder of a twelve-year-old girl by a young slave known as “Glasscock’s Ben.” The girl had just brained her ten-year-old brother with a hunk of quarry rock, and Ben responded by cutting the girl’s throat. Ament personally covered the slave’s trial and death sentence in Palmyra and wrote a long account of it in the December 6 edition of the Courier. Ben was reported to have boasted that he would never be hanged because he was worth a thousand dollars. (He was wrong about the first part.) Sam stored the traumatic story in his mind, as he had so many others, and discharged it in the plot of Pudd’nhead Wilson: the technically Negroid Tom Driscoll escapes a life sentence for the murder of his uncle because he is revealed to be “the property” of his father’s estate.


Mark Twain’s prodigious memory often found congenial company with a contrary impulse: the tale teller’s impulse to improve memory with fiction. Mark Twain took a democrat’s view of fact and fiction; he privileged neither above the other and let them mingle in his work without prejudice, joking famously in later life about being able to remember anything whether it happened or not, and about too much truth as an impediment to good literature. This habit of mind produced good literature indeed, and left biographers over two centuries stumbling into one another as they tried to sort out what actually happened from what actually didn’t.


Joseph Ament never drove his rival Journal out of business, luckily for the Clemenses. In January 1850, the Journal’s publishers and owners, Robert and Joseph Buchanan, hit the trail for California, leaving the paper in the hands of Joe Buchanan’s son, Robert, and Samuel R. Raymond. Jane Clemens urged Orion to return to Hannibal with an eye to taking over the paper. In September, he released the first issue of the Hannibal Western Union. Not long afterward, he acquired the Journal, consolidated the two papers, and hired the as-yet undiscovered Lincoln of American literature.





I. Mark Twain may have misidentified the churchman. Marc Parsons has pointed out that Campbell’s own writings in his Millennial Harbinger cite two visits to Hannibal, in 1845 and 1852. The incident in question could have happened only between 1848 and the end of 1850, the span of Sam Clemens’s time in Joseph Ament’s shop. It remains possible that Campbell, who traveled almost constantly, neglected to record this particular visit.
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Rambler


(1852–53)


On September 16, 1852, a refined young gentleman named Josiah T. Hinton, the “local” editor for the brand new Hannibal Tri-Weekly Messenger, picked up a copy of the rival Hannibal Journal and was thunderstruck to find himself wickedly caricatured in a woodcut printed along with a story about him: his head was portrayed as the head of a dog; the Hinton figure was leaning on a cane, carrying a lantern, and advancing toward the moonlit waters of Bear Creek with a liquor bottle suspended in space in front of him. The headline above the drawing announced: “ ‘Local’ Resolves to Commit Suicide.” Below the headline, a brief paragraph summed it all up:


The artist has, you will perceive, Mr. Editor, caught the gentleman’s countenance as correctly as the thing could have been done with the real dog-gerytype apparatus. Ain’t he pretty? and don’t he step along through the mud with an air? “Peace to his re-manes.”1


The paragraph was signed, “A DOG-BE-DEVILED CITIZEN.”2


About three weeks earlier, J. T. Hinton had made the grave, if unsuspecting, mistake of ridiculing Orion Clemens in print. Orion had written a mild complaint about barking dogs at night, in his newly established Journal. Hinton, a newcomer, had responded in the Messenger with a ponderous bloc of elephantine scorn: “A fierce hater of the canine race pours out his vials of wrath, as if to add a fresh stimulus to our worthy dog-exterminator, whose active exertions have already silenced the plaintive wail and mournful howl of many a pugnacious cur and ferocious mastiff.”3 The response to the response was not from phlegmatic Orion, but from his younger brother. Hinton became the first public victim of the compressed satiric vengeance of the future Mark Twain.


Sam had recently turned fifteen when he joined Henry in Orion’s shop in January 1851. Orion needed all the help he could get. Within a few months of his debut as a publisher, he had lost his enthusiasm and had grown depressed. Already, he was turning into his late father: serious, studious, oppressively honest; a young man who, like Marshall, had never really been a boy. Like his father, he was born to failure. Orion lurched and drifted through life from one dreamy impulse to another, never quite surrendering himself to any one thing. Sam once confessed to Howells that he imagined Orion on the stage, a melancholy harlequin, forever shifting his political and religious passions, “& trying to reform the world, always inventing something, & losing a limb by a new kind of explosion at the end of each of the four acts.”4


Orion served as frequent fodder for Sam’s satire. He is the undisguised Secretary in Roughing It, and traces of him show up in Washington Hawkins in The Gilded Age; he is Oscar Carpenter in the mostly factual “Villagers 1840–3” and in “Hellfire Hotchkiss.” He influenced Angelo Capello in Pudd’nhead Wilson. He was also the star of a malignant, unfinished story, to which the biographer Paine assigned the title, “Autobiography of a Damned Fool,” and which did not see publication until 1967.5


Sam’s cruelty toward Orion coexisted with a habit of literally giving his older brother the clothes off his back. He pitied, bankrolled, and safeguarded his sibling. In this context, young Sam’s counterattack on J. T. Hinton was more than mere adolescent spleen. It was payback for an attack on his flesh and blood. Sam’s pen (and knife) treated Hinton to a roasting the likes of which had not been seen in the brief annals of Hannibal journalism. Here were the early glowings of the pen warmed up in Hell.


Sam saw his opportunity when Orion left on a late summer business trip to St. Louis and put him in charge of the paper—or the henhouse, in a manner of looking at it. He “asked me if I thought I could edit one issue of the paper judiciously. Ah, didn’t I want to try!”6


“Judiciously” was scarcely the point. Sam’s fingers must have been snaking toward the typecase before Orion was out the door.


The sixteen-year-old built his payback on an incident that had caused Hinton some embarrassment around town. “ ‘Local’ Resolves to Commit Suicide” referred to Hinton’s halfhearted attempt to drown himself in Bear Creek one night after being jilted. Hinton had slogged waist-deep into the water, thought better of the impulse, and sloshed back to shore. In the meantime a friend of his had found his suicide note and made for the creek in time to see Hinton struggling back to safety. “The village was full of it for several days, but Hinton did not suspect it.”7


Beneath the woodcut—which he had slashed out on the backs of large wooden types, with his jackknife—Sam archly suggested that Hinton’s aborted suicide (and his imputed drinking) had to do with a lack of public response to his attack on Orion:


‘LOCAL,’ disconsolate from receiving no further notice from ‘A DOG-BE-DEVILED CITIZEN,’ contemplates Suicide. His ‘pocket-pistol’ (i.e. the bottle,) failing in the patriotic work of ridding the country of a nuisance, he resolves to ‘extinguish his chunk’ by feeding his carcass to the fishes of Bear Creek, while friend and foe are wrapt in sleep. Fearing, however, that he may get out of his depth, he sounds the stream with his walking-stick.8


Sam and his helpers inked the type, churned the edition out and distributed it, then sat back to wait for the inevitable howl of outrage from down the street. It came with gratifying shrillness and speed later that day. “This newly arisen ‘Ned Buntline’ [a lurid “dime-novelist” of the period] shall be paid in his own coin,” the Messenger threatened. But two days after that, Hinton withdrew his threat to retaliate in kind and attempted dignified condescension: “Such controversies are adapted only to those whose ideas are of so obscene and despicable an order as to forever bar them against a gentlemanly or even decent discussion, . . .”9


This flotilla of heavily armored prose, so conventional in its midcentury context, was no match for the sleek torpedoes that came foaming back. In the September 23 edition of the Journal two more woodcuts appeared. (Sam would be a sketcher and napkin-doodler all his life, and a few of his line drawings, awkward but comically intelligible, would accompany his published work.) The first showed the dog-headed “Local” mincing in excitement over “something interesting in the Journal.” The second, metaphorically shrewd, showed the same “Local” being blown away by his own cannon, which he had “chartered” to wage war on the Journal. “Lead being scarce,” the caption continued, rubbing it in, “he loads his cannon with Tri-Weekly Messengers.”


After a little more verbal nose-thumbing, Sam adroitly declared the feud over:


Mr. Editor:


I have now dropped this farce, and all attempts to again call me forth will be useless.


A Dog-be-Deviled Citizen.10


Arriving back in Hannibal just as this was going to press, Orion was horrified by Sam’s swashbuckling breach of decorum. He rushed an editorial into that very issue, trying to jolly up the Messenger: “The jokes of our correspondent have been rather rough; but, originating and perpetrated in a spirit of fun, and without a serious thought, no attention was expected to be paid to them, beyond a smile at the local editor’s expense.”11 Later that day this brought forth one final, tremendous harrumph! from the Messenger, and there the vendetta ended. But Sam Clemens had tapped the lode of invective that would irradiate his satiric voice forever afterward.


THE FILLETING of J. T. Hinton was not Sam’s first identifiable appearance in print. That had occurred eighteen months earlier, on January 16, 1851, within days after Sam had joined Orion’s paper, still named the Western Union. The target, unnamed in the item, was a long-suffering apprentice at the paper named Jim Wolf. The previous week, an early morning fire had broken out in the grocery store next door to the Western Union shop. The two boys, laboring late, had spotted it. Wolf came a little unhinged. Snatching the first items that caught his eye—a broom, a mallet, a wash-pan and a dirty towel—he bolted and ran for about half a mile. By the time he made it back, the fire was out. Sam got it all into a one-paragraph item headlined, “A Gallant Fireman,”I which he finished off with a sampling of Wolf’s homespun dialect:


He returned in the course of an hour, nearly out of breath, and thinking he had immortalized himself, threw his giant frame in a tragic attitude, and exclaimed, with an eloquent expression: “If that thar fire hadn’t bin put out, thar’d a’ bin the greatest confirmation of the age!12


So far as is known, Sam didn’t write again for Orion’s newspaper until just before he ridiculed J. T. Hinton in September 1852. He’d turned his energies toward getting published in the widely circulated papers of the East. His urban debut was a facetious sketch called “The Dandy Frightening the Squatter,” published in the May 1 edition of the Boston Carpet-Bag, a comic weekly, over the initials “S. L. C.”—his first byline.


A crude fragment of frontier slapstick, “The Dandy” nonetheless shows Sam paying attention to the literary conventions of his time. It has some aspects of the frame story, with young Sam himself in the role of the gentlemanly observer, recounting an incident that happened “About thirteen years ago, when the now flourishing young city of Hannibal . . . was but a ‘wood-yard,’ ” that is, a fueling station for steamboats. A brawny woodsman is leaning against a tree, gazing toward an approaching steamboat. Among the boat’s passengers is a “spruce young dandy, with a killing mustache,” who is keen on impressing the ladies on board. Spotting “our squatter friend” on the bank, he alerts the ladies that a good laugh is at hand. He sticks a bowie knife into his belt, takes a horse pistol in each hand, and strides up to the woodsman.


“Found you at last, have I? You are the very man I’ve been looking for these three weeks! Say your prayers!” he continued, presenting his pistols, “you’ll make a capital barn door, and I shall drill the key-hole myself!”


The squatter calmly surveyed him a moment, and then, drawing back a step, he planted his huge fist directly between the eyes of his astonished antagonist, who, in a moment, was floundering in the turbid waters of the Mississippi.13


He then offers his sputtering accoster a bit of rustic advice: “I say, yeou, next time yeou come around drillin’ key-holes, don’t forget yer old acquaintances!” The ladies are amused and vote “the knife and pistols to the victor.” End of story.


With that surrogate punch in the Dandy’s snoot, the sixteen-year-old Missouri truant had shown some bare knuckles to the fancy folks in Boston.


A week after this debut, the boy writer earned another big-city byline. The paper was the Philadelphia American Courier, and this time Sam’s Huck Finnish outlaw pose had given way to an experiment in Tom Sawyer–like boosterism. His new sketch, also signed “S. L. C.,” was a gilt-edged homage to his native town. This was the first published product in a lifetime of Hannibal-conjurings. Encrusted with flourishes that fit him as badly as Joseph Ament’s clothes—“Then the wild war-whoop of the Indian resounded where now rise our stately buildings”—the brief piece is flat and unremarkable, except for another hint of Sam’s Southwestern edginess regarding the snob culture of the seaboard: “Your Eastern people seem to think this country is a barren, uncultivated region, with a population consisting of heathens.”14


HIS AMBITION to reach a larger readership was fired by the periodicals that drifted into Orion’s humble print shop from around the country. If frontier-era newspapers were a “poor boy’s college,” they had their texts: other frontier-era newspapers. The Postal Act of 1792 allowed every publisher to send one free copy of his paper to every other publisher in the country, without charge, postal or otherwise, provided only that that publisher did likewise in return. This was the system of the “exchange.” No wire services yet existed and the telegraph was limited in its reach; thus small-town papers depended on this exchange, along with “letters” from sojourning friends or relatives, for all their material beyond the strictly local. As Sam sifted through the daily influx in Hannibal, he grew familiar with the names and locales of dozens of dailies, weeklies, and biweeklies around the country, including those in the metropolises east of the Mississippi: Boston, Philadelphia, New York.


He also grew familiar with the kinds of writing that made it into these papers. Besides news stories, they carried topical essays, poetry, and sketches, including the Southwestern frame story.


Yet another branch of dialect humor, rampant through the Southwest, was regularly available in Orion’s own paper:


“Julius, is you better dis morning?”


“No. I was better yesterday, but got over it.”


“Am der no hopes den ob your discovery?”


“Discovery ob what?”


“Your discovery from de convalescence dat fetch you on yer back?”


“Dat depends, Mr. Snow, altogether on de prognostifications which amplify de disease. Should dey terminate fatally, de doctor tinks Julius am a gone nigger; should dey not terminate fatally, he hopes de colored individual won’t die till anoder time. As I said before, it all depends on the prognostics, and till these come to a head, it is hard telling whedder de nigger will discontinue hisself or not.”15


This darky humor was commonplace in the American press, and blacks rendered by Mark Twain sometimes sounded, on the surface, like these minstrel show end men. Yet the typical darky humor lacked the psychological depth, expressed in cadence, irony, imagery, and declamatory elegance, that issued from Mark Twain’s greatest characters. No print models existed for their deeply consummated language. It flowed from Mark Twain’s extraordinary auditory memory, and was shaped on the page by his loving respect for its outlaw integrity and its wild improvisational genius.


Orion looked for poetry and essays of the “refined” and the “polite” sort to fill his Journal. He sent letters to the New England eminences Emerson and Holmes, offering each the chance to write for the Journal at five dollars an essay. Unaccountably, he never heard back. He did manage to print some excerpts from Dickens’s new novel Bleak House, which he could do in the absence of international copyright laws, and he pressed a copy of the book on Sam as a literary model.


The Clemenses’ home life was looking up as the 1850s began. With Orion having finally sold a tiny sliver of the Tennessee land and launching his little newspaper, the Clemenses could feel that some of life’s everyday pleasures seemed possible again. Jane had recovered from Marshall’s death. Careworn, gentle-eyed Pamela married in October 1851, at the advanced age of twenty-four. The groom was a former neighbor named William Anderson Moffett, eleven years her senior and a partner in the commission-merchant firm of Moffett, Stillwell and Company.


Sam and his younger brother Henry, the Good Boy, worked side by side in Orion’s shop during these years. From the sketchy evidence, they behaved toward each other like typical siblings, a little fractiously, each trying to get an edge. They would not fashion a real friendship until the end of their adolescences.


HANNIBAL GREW plump, and brassy, and busy in these last years before the Civil War. It had become Missouri’s second-largest city. Orion Clemens did his best to match the new excitement with thundering editorials in his Journal: “We notice every day that the side walks, all over the city are obstructed with goods, boxes, &c., &c. This should not be. The streets are so muddy that it is impossible to walk outside the pavement, and the side walks generally are so covered with lumber that there is scarcely room for two to walk abreast of them.”16


By his own later admission, Sam slipped in a playful paragraph here and there from the very beginning of his stint with Orion.17 There is no doubting the true identity of “W. Epaminondas Adrastus Perkins,” who made his first appearance on September 9, 1852, a week before Sam’s strike at J. T. Hinton. This is the first of many pen names that Sam experimented with before he settled on his immortal alias. “A Family Muss” is a rather puerile experiment in Irish-baiting humor, the faux-account of a rampage by the head of a Gaelic family on Holliday’s Hill, who, “very much in want of exercise,” finds himself a “good stout cudgel” and commences “thumping the heads of his astounded neighbors promiscuously.” The short piece ends with an exhibition of boilerplate Irish dialect—“Och! he’s the dreadfulest man I iver see. Oh, me, I’se scairt to death, I is, an’ I’ll niver git over it in the worl’.”18


W. Epaminondas Adrastus reappears—his last name now changed to “Blab”—in the notorious September 16 edition that ridicules Hinton’s abortive suicide. Written with labored grown-up facetiousness and cast as a frame story, “Historical Exhibition—A No. 1 Ruse,” begins, “A young friend gives me the following yarn as fact.” The sketch deals with a supposed exhibition at a dry-goods store in Hannibal, called “Bonaparte crossing the Rhine”; townsfolk can hear a lecture explaining the “piece” for a dime, children half price. A boy, named Jim C—, plunks down his nickel and demands to see the show. What he sees is the proprietor passing a three-inch piece of hog leg (the “bony part”) across a dollar-sized strip of hog skin (the “rind”). “Young man, you have now learned an important historical lesson,” the proprietor tells the stricken boy.


AS 1852 drew to a close, Sam was dealing with a secret but increasingly powerful impulse to indulge a fantasy he’d harbored from early childhood: to hit the river. Now the idea was reinforced by adult considerations. Three weeks after his seventeenth birthday, he could look back on five and a half years of drudgery in various cramped printing offices, and forward to years more of the same. He had become a “swift and clean” journeyman typesetter, in Orion’s estimation—not that Orion rewarded this accomplishment with an actual salary. His universe was constricted to the little river town that had held him since the age of four. He could go to the Mississippi levee and watch emissaries from the larger world disembark from the floating palaces up from St. Louis and New Orleans, but then the boats would depart, and the larger world receded from the boy’s reach.


He could only ogle the high architecture of the riverboat—“long and sharp and trim and pretty” with its tall, fancy-topped chimneys. He envied the deckhands his own age who strutted on the decks, coils of rope in hand, flaunting their connection to the river life. He gazed upward at the captain lounging by the big bell, calm, “the envy of all.” He admired the black smoke rolling out of the chimneys, even though he was shrewd enough to grasp it was “a husbanded grandeur created with a bit of pitch pine just before arriving.” He took in the absurdities of his fellow townspeople as a steamer approached: the excitable saddler John W. Stabler (“John Stavely” in Life on the Mississippi) tearing down the street and struggling with his fluttering coat at the blast of a whistle—“he liked to seem to himself to be expecting a hundred thousand tons of saddles by this boat, and so he went on all his life, enjoying being faithfully on hand to receive and receipt for those saddles, in case by any miracle they should come.”19


Other Hannibal men and boys were rushing in the opposite direction, westward, for gold—the California mines would yield $65 million in the ensuing year—but Sam was doomed to climb the same stairs every day to Orion’s shop. Outside of Sam’s own items, the Journal was a desolate, uninviting little sheet, with a readership of about a hundred people, which made almost no money.


BY THE end of 1852 Sam’s boyhood had effectively ended. Six months later, in the eternal summer that was the climate for his fictional boyhood adventures, Hannibal would be behind him as well. In March 1853, Orion turned the paper into a daily. The timing was perfect, in an Orionean way of looking at things—people were already paying for their subscriptions in turnips and cordwood instead of cash, and a week earlier someone had spilled several columns of type, delaying publication of the weekly version. He was on a roll.


A new issue every day except Sunday meant more space to fill, which meant more dependence on Sam, and in early May he returned for a final profusion of poetry and madcap pranking in the Journal. (Orion was out of town again.) The poems are forgettable. The spree of self-mocking, identity-switching foolery they prompted him to unleash in the paper is less so. Already in a romantically humid (not to say randy) frame of mind, he had been moved by the hearts-and-flowers verse of Robert Burns and others, and on May 5, writing as “Rambler,” he disgorged a lovesick ode loaded with “thou’s,” “wilts,” “thines,” and “mines” titled “The Heart’s Lament,” and addressed “TO BETTIE W—E, OF TENNESSEE.” The poem was the first of two in that vein. The second, equally sentimental and called “Love Concealed,” was addressed “TO MISS KATIE OF H—L.”II


The following day, readers of the Journal were confronted with a short, waspish letter to the editor expressing outrage at the poem’s title: “Now, I’ve often seen pieces to ‘Mary in Heaven,’ or ‘Lucy in Heaven,’ or something of that sort, but ‘Katie in Hell,’ is carrying the matter too far.” Sam’s letter was signed GRUMBLER.20 Two days after that, RAMBLER shot back at GRUMBLER: “are you so ignorant as not to be able to distinguish ‘of’ from ‘in’? Read again—see if it is not ‘of’ H—l (Hannibal), instead of ‘in’ Hell . . .” and recommended a straitjacket.21


GRUMBLER was not about to take this lying down. The next day, he attacked again: “Must apologise. I merely glanced at your doggerel, and naturally supposing that you had friends in ‘H—l,’ (or Hannibal, as you are pleased to interpret it,) I . . . considered it my duty, in a friendly way, to tell you that you were going too far.”22


Two days after that another voice joined the fray—this one the high, reedy know-it-all voice of “PETER PENCILCASE’S SON, JOHN SNOOKS.” Snooks offered RAMBLER some high-toned but incoherent advice on lovemaking: “It is really amusing to every intelligent and intellectual mind, to see how consequential some coxcombs are. The parlor is too remote a place, and not conspicuous enough to reveal the overflowing affections of the H-e-a-r-t . . .”23


RAMBLER was back in print the next day, getting the last, heavy-handed adolescent word: “. . . I find that I have attracted the notice of a——fool . . . ‘Snooks’ . . . He calls me a ‘Cox-Comb.’ I will not say that he belongs to that long eared race of animals that have more head and ears than brains . . .”24


This one-man repertory revue was Sam’s final boyhood display of his developing gift of “voice”—of tonal and syntactic mimicry.


Orion had returned to Hannibal in time to witness the winding-down stages of Sam’s latest romp through his Journal. (In addition to the RAMBLER-GRUMBLER put-on, Sam had laced nearly everything in the paper with his screwball wit—proposing in one news item that a newly enacted whiskey tax made it a patriotic duty to drink.) Orion was finally starting to get it: that his younger brother might be the paper’s main draw. He gave Sam a showcase for his wit. “Our Assistant’s Column,” a potpourri of topical items, gossip, feuds, and the general discharge of Sam’s rocketing mind, might have become one of the early sensations of Missouri journalism, had it run for more than three editions. Orion’s timing, as always, was misbegotten. Sam was bored, broke, and benumbed by the drudge work in his brother’s office, and his daily diet at Jane’s table of bacon, butter, bread, and coffee.


On May 25, 1853, a notice appeared in the Hannibal Journal: “Wanted! An Apprentice of the Printing Business. Apply soon.”25 A few days earlier, Sam had told Jane he was leaving. His destination was St. Louis, where he would put up at the home of Pamela and her husband, possibly get a printing job, and plan his next move. Already Sam had set his sights on destinations far beyond St. Louis, but he was not inclined to add to Jane’s anxieties by telling her that.


Mark Twain sculpted the moment of leave-taking from his mother, making it rival the scene at John Marshall’s deathbed. Jane holds up a copy of the Testament and demands that Sam take hold of the other end, and extracting a promise from him: “I do solemnly swear that I will not throw a card or drink a drop of liquor while I am gone.” Sam repeats the oath and receives his mother’s kiss.26 As with the deathbed scene, this moment seems suspiciously melodramatic. But in a letter to Pamela the following fall, Sam asks her to “tell Ma my promises are faithfully kept.”27


Sam’s departure nearly felled Orion. Shocked, distraught, and immediately self-lacerating, he sank into a depression so paralyzing that he was unable to get an edition of the Journal out for an entire month.


One night in the first two weeks of June, Sam boarded a packet and slipped off down the Mississippi. The exact date is lost in the mists; as an old man he simply recalled that “I disappeared one night and fled to St. Louis.”28 There are no accounts of his farewells to anyone besides Jane. His itinerary would take him south, then east, then west, then halfway around the world. Eventually he would circle the globe. He would travel, or reside in some form of exile for most of the rest of his life. He would never again be as integrated with a holy place as he had been with Hannibal. He would return to the town just six more times in his life, and he would never live there again, except in his literature and in his dreams.





I. Some scholars, including Edgar Marquess Branch, an editor of The Works of Mark Twain: Early Tales & Sketches, believe that Sam composed this piece as he stood before the “case,” setting it by hand into type.


II. A third poem, titled “Separation” and also signed “Rambler,” appeared in the rival Missouri Courier on May 12. As the editors of Early Tales & Sketches point out, its authorship cannot be conclusively attributed to Clemens; it may have been the work of an imitator.
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“So Far from Home . . .”


(1853–56)


It was as though he had launched himself by a slingshot. In the year to come, he would cover more than two thousand miles of American terrain, adapt to life in three Eastern cities, support himself by finding jobs with no benefit of references, and write letters to his family of astonishing perception and eloquence regarding what he saw and heard and did. He would negotiate passage by steamship, stagecoach, train, and omnibus, crossing prairie, inland rivers, lakes, and metropolitan precincts. He would renew and extend his prowess as a newspaper correspondent, commenting suavely on debate in the Senate chamber in Washington, D.C. He would develop a taste for fancy clothing and sit for a portrait outfitted in a high-collared shirt, dark jacket, checked vest, and generously knotted bow tie, slightly scowling just to the right of the camera eye under a magnificent wash of thick groomed hair, his full lips expressionless. If his letters to Jane were at all reliable, he would uphold his promise to behave himself, heading for the library when his work shift ended. Somewhere in the midst of all this, he would turn eighteen.


He stayed in St. Louis for only two months while he bankrolled himself setting type for the Evening News and other weekly papers. He almost certainly boarded with Pamela and William Moffett, who had a year-old daughter, Annie, and were themselves living with an aunt while they rented out their Pine Street house. Pamela’s husband William, a thickset and jowly fellow, was a rising figure in St. Louis civic life: he had already done a turn on the Committee of Arbitration for the city’s chamber of commerce.


No record survives of Sam’s first reaction to the urban swirl, and his later recollections were jumbled. St. Louis was a “happy, cheerful, contented old town” in an 1867 correspondence,1 but a year later he insisted on his “deep hatred” of the city; visiting it, he said, was a “ghastly infliction.”2 As for his feelings about launching out from his lifelong nest, though, Sam was swagger personified. “[N]othing could have convinced me that I would starve as soon as I got a little way from home,” he boasted in a letter to Orion.3 Later in life he joked, “The first time I ever saw St. Louis, I could have bought it for six million dollars, and it was the mistake of my life that I did not do it.”4


The transition must have been at least a little overwhelming. St. Louis was just then exploding beyond its old borders as a French fur-trading center and headquarters of the Louisiana Territory. River trade and railroad construction had lured a large immigrant workforce—Germans and Irish, principally. The city was swelling from a population of just over 16,000 in 1840 to 160,000 at the eve of the Civil War.


Sam soon received his first taste of big-city condescension. His typesetting skills, so impressive to Orion, didn’t cut much ice with his new, tough, older peers. “He always had so many errors marked in his proofs,” sneered one of them half a century later, “that it took most of his time correcting them. He could not have set up an advertisement in acceptable form to save his life.”5 This same crusty pressman recalled another contemptible trait: in contrast to the printers’ “proud prerogative . . . to be able to drink more red whisky than men of any other trade,”6 the red-headed kid wouldn’t take a drop.


JANE AND the others learned that Sam had ventured beyond St. Louis only when a letter arrived postmarked August 24, 1853, with the return address of New York, N.Y. It is Sam’s earliest surviving letter—the earliest of between 50,000 and 100,000 written over his lifetime, by some estimates. Typical of the psychology he always used on Jane, he worked to defuse her likely anger with a joke—in this case, by inverting the reputations of himself and his solemn brothers.


My Dear Mother: you will doubtless be a little surprised, and somewhat angry when you receive this, and find me so far from home; but you must bear a little with me, for you know I was always the best boy you had, and perhaps you remember the people used to say to their children—“Now don’t do like Orion and Henry Clemens but take Sam for your guide!”


Well, I was out of work in St. Louis, and didn’t fancy loafing in such a dry place, where there is no pleasure to be seen without paying well for it, and so I thought I might as well go to New York. I packed up my “duds” and left for this village, where I arrived, all right, this morning.7


The journey might have taxed a veteran traveler. Sam had boarded a steamboat to nearby Alton, Illinois. From there he took a train east to Springfield, the closest he would ever come to Abraham Lincoln. There he boarded a stagecoach headed upstate to Bloomington. To Chicago the next day by rail. A twenty-six-hour layover, and then by rail to Toledo, Ohio, then Monroe, Michigan. A night there, and on Monday morning, across the three hundred-mile length of Lake Erie by the steamer Southern Michigan to Buffalo, New York. Onward to Albany on the “Lightning Express,” passing close to Saratoga Springs, where a few days earlier a resort chef named George Crum had invented the potato chip. From Albany he boarded the Hudson River steamer Isaac Newton into New York City, arriving at about 5 a.m. on August 24. He vowed that he would look out for a “sit,” or a printing “situation,” after resting up a day or so, tacking on a little bouquet of reassurance to Jane: “for they say there is plenty of work to be had for sober compositors.”8


The letter contained some evidence that while Sam may have breached the New York metropolis, he was still a long way from shedding his received backcountry biases. He tossed off a dismissive reference to “the infernal abolitionists” who had tried to rescue a fugitive slave (from around Hannibal, as it happened) and who had been arrested in Syracuse. He sneered callowly that “I reckon I had better black my face, for in these Eastern States niggers are considerably better than white people.”9


The missive’s longest passage dwelt on a “curiosity” Sam had come upon as he strolled the streets of New York: a pair of dwarfish humanoid brothers, apparently caged, advertised as having been captured years earlier on the island of Borneo. He described them in half-horrified, half-lascivious detail: as small, simian-faced, “with small lips and full breast, with a constant uneasy, fidgety motion, bright, intelligent eyes, that seems as if they would look through you.”10 The creatures may have been the same that P. T. Barnum featured in his circus years later under the billing, “the Wild Men of Borneo.” They touched some deep chord in young Sam—the same chord, perhaps, that responded powerfully to themes and images of twinning, and of grotesque beings lifted from their natural habitat to grapple with identity in a hostile, dangerous world.


NEW YORK was hardly a “village” in 1853. Its population, 515,000 and swelling rapidly toward a million at the Civil War’s eve, dwarfed that of St. Louis and nearly matched the total of Missouri. The vertical skyline had not risen yet, but the populace was flowing in, and Sam arrived on the tide: Irish fleeing the potato famine, Chinese fortune seekers soured on the Gold Rush and looking for urban labor; Germans; Jews; free blacks; swarms of merchants, financiers, and their employees jostling for a slice of the lucrative import-export trade that funneled Southern cotton and farm products from the interior to European markets, and received British-made machinery and manufactured goods. New York was an expanding poker game played with industry-sized stakes. The mostly Protestant winners built retail palaces of Italian marble, and residential mansions on Fifth Avenue and in Union, Madison, and Washington squares. The mostly Catholic losers fought disease, despair, and one another in some of the worst slums on earth, such as the Five Points that repelled even the slum refugee Dickens.


Sam homed in on Broadway, where he’d spotted the Borneo creatures. He took lodgings in a boardinghouse on Duane Street in lower Manhattan, not far from the future site of the Brooklyn Bridge, a neighborhood that Melville would haunt in his postwar decades as a customs inspector. Sam walked four miles a day, inspecting ornamented fruit salons, libraries, and the Crystal Palace (the venue of New York’s first world fair, the Exhibition of the Industry of All Nations). Before long, he was a Broadway swell, commenting suavely on the stagecraft of the actor Edwin Forrest. He attended a performance of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, by his future neighbor Harriet Beecher Stowe, and recalled years later how “[e]verybody went there in elegant toilettes and cried over Tom’s griefs.”11 Young Sam may also have poked his head into some of Broadway’s more lurid attractions, such as the wicked girlie show, The Model Artists. He apparently stayed long enough to confirm his worst suspicions.12


As would Thomas Wolfe a century later, he loved the manswarm on the streets: “I am borne, and rubbed, and crowded along, and need scarcely trouble myself about using my own legs,” but disdained “Niggers, mulattoes, quadroons, Chinese” and other inconvenient life forms, including “trundlebed trash”—children.13


WITHIN A week of his arrival, and despite a glut of qualified printers, Sam landed a job. He joined two hundred other employees in the noisy fifth-floor hive of John A. Gray’s large job-printing house at 95–97 Cliff Street, preparing type for books and dozens of periodicals. He started at the lowest rate, 23 cents per 1,000 ems, but he satisfied Gray’s exacting standards. “[O]ut of all the proofs I saw, without boasting, I can say mine was by far the cleanest,” he wrote home. “. . . I believe I do set a clean proof.”14 Typesetting, sightseeing, letter writing, haunting the “free printer’s library”: in the two months that Sam remained in New York, and through all the Eastern urban sojourning that followed until his correspondence abruptly ceased in February 1854, these pursuits defined his life. He strengthened his skills in travel and self-expression. His compunction for noticing, powerful since infancy, fueled letters home that brimmed with detail, easy wit, and acquired information.


Things back home were in flux. Sam complained to Pamela in October that he didn’t know where the Hannibal folks were. No one had bothered to inform him that the family had moved from Hannibal to Muscatine, Iowa, where Orion was gearing up to publish the Muscatine Journal. By that time Sam was not in New York anymore, either. He was in Philadelphia, as of mid-October, a substitute typesetter at the Inquirer.


His petulance didn’t last. Sam was in the mood to strut; he had flabbergasted even himself with his blitzkrieg of the East. On October 26 he told his brother: “. . . I like this Phila amazingly, and the people in it.” Some of his friends had encouraged him not to get downhearted. “ ‘Downhearted,’ the devil! I have not had a particle of such a feeling since I left Hannibal, more than four months ago.”15 The letter blossomed into a robust travelogue of the city; he’d visited Benjamin Franklin’s gravesite at Christ Church and strained to see the inscription on the marker.


HE’D HOPPED a stage for Fairmount Hill, where he inspected the cable bridge above the Schuylkill River, the first suspension bridge in the United States. At the Water Works, he ogled the “[f]at marble Cupids, in big marble vases” as they squirted water. Resuming the letter two days later, Sam described the “old cracked ‘Independence Bell’ ” and how he sat on the same small pine bench where Washington and Franklin had sat: “I would have whittled off a chip, if I had got half a chance.”16 He expressed his awe at standing in the Old State House, where the Declaration of Independence was passed. In a letter written on December 4, he told about a woman billed as “The Largest Lady in the World” who tipped the scales at 764 pounds. He’d been disappointed: “She is a pretty extensive piece of meat, but not much to brag about; however, I suppose she would bring a fair price in the Cannibal Islands.”17


His voracious cataloguing and disgorging of experience was more than the passing exhilaration of a boy away from home. It was the first rough draft of a writerly instinct in tune with a national literature in chrysalis. (Orion may not have quite grasped that potential, but he did shovel most of these missives from Sam directly into the Hannibal Journal and soon also the Muscatine Journal.) Here lay the early contours of The Innocents Abroad and the other products of Mark Twain’s lifelong compulsion to capture life with words. Like Whitman, just then escaping the confines of journalism for the free-verse nonesuch Leaves of Grass—but without the older poet’s aesthetic self-consciousness—Sam was performing the role of the Poet as redefined by Emerson: a representative man, intoxicated by some divine enhancement of thought, speaking out of his direct experience on behalf of his fellows. “He will tell us how it was with him, and all men will be the richer in his fortune.”18


“I look in vain for the poet whom I describe,” Emerson had lamented in 1844. “We have yet had no genius in America, with tyrannous eye, which knew the value of our incomparable materials, and saw, in the barbarism and materialism of the times, another carnival of the same gods whose picture he so much admires in Homer.”19 Here he came.


Yet he was far from Emersonian on some topics. He wrote to Orion on November 28, of “the eastern people” who were “whisky-swilling, God-despising heathens,” adding, perhaps for Jane’s eye, “I believe I am the only person in the Inquirer office that does not drink.”20 Referring to the Clemenses’ new Iowa address, he concluded with, “How do you like ‘free-soil?[’] I would like amazingly to see a good, old-fashioned negro.”21


On Christmas Eve, he wrote the first letter addressed explicitly to the Muscatine Journal, indulging a bit of tabloid journalism (a fire fatality’s “feet were burned off, his face burnt to a crisp, and his head crushed in”).22 He mixed patriotic travelogue and grumpy preservationism. The Assembly Room in which Congress first met was now occupied by an auction mart. “Alas! that these old buildings, so intimately connected with the principal scenes in the history of our country, should thus be profaned. Why do not those who make such magnificent donations to our colleges and other institutions, give a mite toward their preservation of these monuments of the past?”23


His next letter to the Journal, written on February 17 and 18, 1854, was from the nation’s capital. He arrived in Washington in a snowstorm and immediately set out to inspect the seat of American government. He was not entirely pleased: “The public buildings of Washington are all fine specimens of architecture, and would add greatly to the embellishment of such a city as New York—but here they are sadly out of place looking like so many palaces in a Hottentot village.”24 Sam thawed out inside the Capitol, finding his way to the small, Victorian arena on the second floor of the North Wing. From the visitors’ balcony he looked down—in more ways than one—on a huddle of lawmakers as they conducted the nation’s business:


I passed into the Senate Chamber to see the men who give the people the benefit of their wisdom and learning for a little glory and eight dollars a day. The Senate is now composed of a different material from what it once was. Its glory hath departed. Its halls no longer echo the words of a Clay, or Webster, or Calhoun . . . the void is felt. The Senators dress very plainly as they should, and . . . do not speak unless they have something to say—and that cannot be said of the Representatives. Mr. Cass [Sen. Lewis Cass, Democrat from Michigan] is a fine looking old man; Mr. Douglas, or “Young America” [Sen. Stephen Douglas, Democrat of Illinois] looks like a lawyer’s clerk, and Mr. Seward [Sen. William H. Seward, Whig from New York] is a slim, dark, bony individual, and looks like a respectable wind would blow him out of the country.25


The three figures that Sam idly caricatured were just then wrestling with the destiny of the Union. Cass was soon to be secretary of state under President Buchanan. Douglas would make history as Abraham Lincoln’s rival for the presidency and in the Lincoln-Douglas debates. Seward would also run for president against Lincoln, then become his wartime secretary of state and, afterward, negotiate the purchase of Alaska. On this snowy day, they were leading the debate on whether to repeal the Missouri Compromise and thus eliminate a powerful bulwark against the extension of slavery westward in the territories. The measure at issue was the Kansas-Nebraska Act, Douglas’s vehicle for supplanting the Compromise. This act would allow territorial settlers, and not the federal government, to decide whether to allow slavery on their lands. Douglas steered his brainchild to victory three months after Sam’s visit. Its passage created the territories of Kansas and Nebraska and drastically inflamed tensions over the slavery issue. The act prompted opponents of slavery to create the Republican Party and hand Lincoln a coherent political base. It set the stage for bloody border massacres and raids, and accelerated the onset of the Civil War. Sam lacked a sense of context to grasp what the amusing figures down on the floor were gassing on about. He went off to the Smithsonian Institution and to the Patent Office Building, which housed the National Museum, and then to the National Theatre to see Edwin Forrest play Othello.


He would return to Washington a few years later—older, more seasoned, and vastly more plugged in to political nuance, and its uses in fact and fiction.


Only the broad contours of Sam Clemens’s next twelve months are known. None of his letters from this period have surfaced. A trail of unclaimed letters to him (listed routinely in newspapers) suggests that he returned to Philadelphia after a few days in Washington, stayed a couple of weeks, and then went back to New York, where he probably struggled through a lean wage-earning period: two publishing houses were gutted by fire, leaving dozens of printers out of work. When he decided to return home to the Mississippi valley, as he probably did in April 1854, financial stress was one of his reasons, or so he said in 1899.26 He brought with him, no doubt, an awareness of the typesetter’s numbing life, its fatiguing demands, and its dim prospects for security.


He rejoined his family, but within a few months, he returned to St. Louis and got himself rehired as a typesetter on the Evening News. He arrived in time to get mixed up in a makeshift dress rehearsal for the Civil War. Riots flared around the country like heat lightning in those tense times, many of them stirred up by angry Jacksonians who saw their way of life being swept away by industrialism, abolitionists, and the European Catholic immigrants, who seemed to mock the good Protestant verities, including the “verity” of slavery as divinely ordained. St. Louis was a stronghold of the most virulent dissidents, the Know-Nothings,I who could not abide the flow of German, Italian, and Irish Catholics into the city. A few years later the Know-Nothings would boast a new recruit: the struggling thirty-two-year-old ex-officer Ulysses S. Grant, who joined after a foreign-born opponent beat him out for appointment as county engineer. Grant attended one lodge meeting.


The rioting in St. Louis erupted on August 7, 1854, as Know-Nothings attacked immigrant neighborhoods. Sam, who was living in a boardinghouse, went with a friend to an armory where a militia was being formed to quell the hell-raisers. “We drilled until about 10 o’clock that night,” Mark Twain recalled thirty years later; “then news came that the mob were in great force in the lower end of town, and were sweeping everything before them.” His column moved out, gripping muskets. As the bloody implications of this adventure clarified themselves in his mind, Sam developed a powerful thirst. “I was behind my friend,” Mark Twain remembered; “so, finally, I asked him to hold my musket while I dropped out and got a drink. Then I branched off and went home.”27 The riot was put down after two days; the Know-Nothings split over the slavery issue in 1856 and eventually faded away. Ulysses S. Grant went on to better things, and so did Samuel L. Clemens.


Orion shut down his Journal around the end of March 1855 and, with his brother Henry and his mother, left Muscatine for Keokuk. He had enlivened the paper with occasional dispatches from Sam, still the proud reactionary, in St. Louis—“A new Catholic paper (bad luck to it) is also soon to be established, for the purpose of keeping the Know Nothing organ straight,”28 he’d groused in one item. But Orion’s new wife, Mollie, finally persuaded her husband to move to the city where her family lived. On June 11, Orion set himself up as a job printer, his youngest brother serving as his assistant. Orion soon wrote to Sam and asked him to return to small-town Iowa life, offering him five dollars a week. By mid-June, surprisingly, Sam accepted the offer.29 He probably accepted on an impulse: the job would get him out of a dangerous city and back on the Mississippi for a while. He had rekindled his boyhood fantasy of being a Mississippi steamboat pilot, and threw himself into making it happen. Once he had established himself in Keokuk, he took a downriver packet to St. Louis, then back to Hannibal, and Paris, Missouri, sometime in July 1855. In St. Louis he pleaded unsuccessfully with his wealthy relative James Clemens Jr. to pull some strings for him. Sam headed for the levee to try the direct approach, but had no luck.


Probably on that downriver trip, he began a practice that would prove incalculably useful to his literary career: he started keeping a notebook, the first of fifty that survive; others, probably dozens, have been lost. Into these, over four decades, he poured “found data”: wisps of experience and anecdotes; bursts of indignation, opinion, regret; newly minted aphorisms; maps real and imagined; German vocabulary; timetables and laundry lists; notes on the works of Shakespeare and Matthew Arnold; the listing of facts of all kinds; and, as always, the stunning harvest of his intense noticing (“Sailors walk with hands somewhat spread & palms turned backward”) that made his writing burn truer and more mimetic of life-as-lived than anyone else’s in America or Europe.
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