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To Aedan


Ladies and Gentlemen: I am perfectly astonished—a-s-t-o-n-i-s-h-e-d—ladies and gentlemen—astonished at the way history repeats itself. I find myself situated at this moment exactly and precisely as I was once before, years ago, to a jot, to a tittle—to a very hair. There isn’t a shade of difference. It is the most amazing coincidence that ever—but wait. I will tell you the former instance, and then you will see it for yourself.

MARK TWAIN, ADDRESS AT THE ANNUAL “LADIES’ DAY,” PAPYRUS CLUB, BOSTON, FEBRUARY 24, 1881



PREFACE


For anyone who wants to try to unravel the tangled knot that ties modern Americans to their past, Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1885) remains essential. According to the most recent studies, Twain’s novel about a white boy and a runaway slave escaping down the Mississippi River is the most frequently read classic American book in American schools. Few critics’ lists of the “greatest American novels” fail to cite it; few reporters describing its influence fail to quote Hemingway’s famous claim that “all modern American literature comes from one book by Mark Twain called Huckleberry Finn.”

At the same time, it also remains one of the most controversial books in American history, and in many schools has been removed from reading lists or shifted into elective courses. One hundred years after his death, Mark Twain can still put a book on top of the best-seller list—as his Autobiography did in October 2010. And Huck Finn, 125 years after its publication, can trend high on Twitter, as it did in January 2011 when NewSouth Books announced it would publish a version that excised the racial epithet “nigger,” which appears more than 200 times in the original, and replace it with “slave”—an editorial gesture both praised and derided with an intensity rarely reserved for the classics anymore. Huck Finn was, and remains, “an amazing, troubling book,” as novelist Toni Morrison tells us; an “idol and target,” as critic Jonathan Arac writes.

Predictably, our regard for the book is even more two-sided than that summary suggests. For over a century, Twain’s oft-beloved novel has been taught both as a serious opportunity to reflect on matters of race and as a lighthearted adventure for children. Authors, historians, teachers, and politicians have sung its praises as a model of interracial empathy, or debated the wisdom and limits of that claim; studio motion pictures, big-budget musicals, cartoons, comic books, and children’s editions have all focused on it as a story of boyish escapade, an “adventure” with, at best, modest political ambitions. Since 1987, eight books plus dozens of scholarly articles and chapters have been published on race and Huckleberry Finn. But not one book, and only a modest number of chapters and essays during that span, have dealt deeply with Mark Twain’s portrayal of children in Huck Finn. The vast majority of newspaper editorials, Twitter posts, and public debates about Huckleberry Finn have focused upon race. References to childhood and Huck Finn in popular media abound, but he and his friend Tom Sawyer remain, in the public imagination, largely uncomplicated “emblems of freedom, high-spiritedness, and solid comradeship,” as James S. Leonard and Thomas A. Tenney have written. Huck is a “charming rascal,” one preview for a local production of the musical Big River claims. “Make your own kids [sic] fishing pole—Huck Finn Style,” an “adventure for boys blog” offers: “You may not be as free to roam as Huck, but you can spend a day lazing on the riverbank just like he did.”

After years of reading, teaching, and writing about the book, though, I’ve come to believe that we got this backward—that our understanding of what is comic and what is serious in Huck Finn says more about America in the last century than America in the time Twain wrote the book. Contemporary reviews of Twain’s novel, dozens of which appeared in American newspapers in the spring of 1885, barely mentioned race at all; they talked about children, and what message the book sent them, with great and varied passion. There is a shimmer to Twain’s portrait of white childhood in the antebellum era. But there are also murders, suicidal ideation, child abuse, and a profound satire on standardized education, and the ambivalent ways American parents both protect their children from, and provide them uncritical access to, popular culture. Huck Finn is a book about the disconnection between our children’s inner lives and our ways of raising and teaching them—a disconnection so intimidating that, naturally, we placed this tribute to children’s alienation at the center of public school curricula.

Neither is Huck Finn a model of successful interracial politics, nor a book that we should regard, in our rearview mirrors, as essentially retrograde. Here, perhaps, it is more comic than we have considered, or than the national conversation can easily hold: moral satire in powerful ways, but also unnerving burlesque about things few modern Americans find funny. And yet, precisely because it is both these things, it is also truly and disconsolately visionary about how the culture doesn’t always go forward but sideways, even backward, on matters of race and freedom.

The best way to read Huck Finn, in fact, might be to see that Twain found the borders that divide parents and children as false as the borders that divide black and white—and that he even saw the way those borders overlapped. In turn, he attacked both with the same rough play, a tricksterish mix of comedy and political seriousness that meshed with the stereotypes of the time but fought them, too. And now we are indulging in more rough play—myths of nostalgia and myths of progress, and the instinct to classify, classify, classify—that inspires modern politicians, critics, teachers, filmmakers, and readers to divide the book into two books, one funny and “harmless” and one not. Huck Finn can show us more about how we keep the discussion of childhood stalled, and the engine of racial difference humming, than any other book in our canon. To benefit from that insight, however, we would have to admit that it is not a book (flawed or otherwise) about children and adventure, or about racial progress. It is a book about what Junot Díaz calls “dedicated amnesia” on a national scale. It is a plea—as is this book—to remember, and a fatalistic comedy about how we don’t.

This work is a cultural biography of Twain in his era, one that shows how Huck Finn is the great book about American forgetfulness, and how our misjudgments of the book’s messages about race and children reveal the architecture of our forgetting. I started it twenty years ago with a dim idea that there was something about the child in Huck that was misunderstood and something in the argument about the book’s treatment of race that had reached an impasse. I spent months in the late 1990s reading ancient newspapers, tracking Twain as he toured America in 1884 and 1885 alongside Louisiana writer George Washington Cable in a show he called the “Twins of Genius,” which was intended to help Twain promote the publication of Huck Finn. I explored the debate about children and schools that raged at the time to see if Huck Finn entered into it. And I explored what black readers of the day said about Twain’s book, scouring through the frayed remains of black newspapers from the 1880s. Yet what stayed with me was the milieu, not the thesis: the whispers of a lost, dying America, and an America uncannily like our own. A lot had changed. And nothing had.

I spent several more years writing about all this, then—like Twain with Huck—dropping it, picking it up, dropping it. When I finally committed to the subject, I also committed to my first, raw impulse. By 2009, very little had been said, in a serious way, about children and Huck Finn, though some decisive academic forays had been offered. On race, meanwhile, almost nothing had been left unsaid: in fact, “teaching the debate” had become almost as canonical as the book itself. I was sure this was wrong—not the content of the discussion, nor its passion, but the proportions. In a fine history of American education fittingly named Huck’s Raft, Steven Mintz describes several of the most persistent myths surrounding American children: “the myth of a carefree childhood”; the myth that “childhood is the same for all children”; the “myth of progress, and its inverse, a myth of decline.” Huck Finn wasn’t just trapped in those myths—it was being used to perpetuate them, when all around me there seemed evidence that it could be something richer. I was raising a boy, Aedan, now twelve, and every week he did something that reminded me of Huck—something sublime and curious, and not easily dismissed as a “boyish escapade.” My wife, Siobhán, a social scientist who specializes in youth and politics, introduced me to an international conversation about children and their ability to shape, and not just be shaped by, the culture around them—a conversation from which most modern Huck Finn readers, even as they enjoyed their time with “America’s child,” remained remote.

My university students tuned in Huck on a higher frequency: his loneliness was theirs, and they were hungry to put a name on it. With the least encouragement, they could generate papers about Huck Finn and video games, Huck Finn and the Hunger Games, Huck Finn and teenage smoking, Huck Finn and social media, Huck Finn and ADHD. Education students trained to teach young adult fiction and eschew classics found, instead, a classic that felt like today’s young adult fiction, if only one twisted the lens. They saw how Tom and Huck weren’t just two kids with fishin’ poles but embodiments of the axiom common in childhood studies that “the young make their own histories”—that they are amazing yarn spinners, cultural salvage artists, controllers of their own narratives.

Likewise, my students admired how attuned Twain seemed to the ideas they had acquired in professional education classes: how Huck illustrated Howard Gardner’s theory of “multiple intelligences,” for instance—he was smart in several ways, but none that would show up on a standardized test—and how his maturation process matched psychologist Jean Piaget’s influential portrait of dynamic and interactive growth during childhood. And more often than not, they gravitated toward the position that Twain took in the debates of his day (and that his book could represent in ours): that young people should not be patronized, because human development rarely occurs in lockstep with the institutions designed to guide it. “In most cases changes take place in us without our being aware of it at the time,” Twain wrote in 1901, “and in after life we give the credit of it—if it be of a creditable nature—to mamma, or the school or the pulpit.”

Contrarily, my students regarded the conversation about race in Huck Finn with wariness. For most readers, the current fight over Huck Finn is most recognizably a fight over the “n-word,” and whether or not the book ought to appear in secondary school classrooms. What does its presence in the pages of Huck Finn signify, we now ask, and have asked since the 1950s: Is the book racist, or a textbook illustration of the antiracist uses of racism? As a compacted method for talking about race in America, the debate about racial slur is still very live. But it is not young, either, and by and large, my students think that what the book says about children, that they should not be patronized, is a broken promise here. They know what’s on Twitter—they know what’s on the radio. They already know the terms of engagement, already know the debate, the major schools of thought on appropriate uses: “eradicationists” and “regulationists,” according to Harvard law professor Randall Kennedy.

Like professionals, we discuss ameliorative and enhancing strategies: teaching Huck in tandem with African-American authors; teaching it on higher levels, in elective classes, only; teaching it using disclaimers, units on historical context, pop culture, or new techniques like “switching,” where students “switch” the race, or gender, or era of selected characters; teaching the edited version; not teaching it at all. But even the best ideas still sometimes feel like bandages on an untreated wound. My students know something is still wrong, that neither the complex vitality of children’s culture nor the existential persistence of racial division is truly being addressed amid the vortex of mixed signals that surround them. For better or worse, they don’t require a book to speak on behalf of a nation, or to speak with one voice when it does: they understand that Huck Finn hurts some readers, enthralls others, and challenges many in-between. What they want is something blunter, the literary equivalent of a truth commission, that unmixes the signals, tells them how we got here, and what we might do next.

So I went back to the archives. As I scanned page after page of old newspapers, this time on a hand-cranked microfiche machine I bought on eBay, I recognized anew the fresh view that the “Twins of Genius” provided for understanding Twain’s novel. It didn’t just change the book for me—it changed the story of the book, its place in the culture. And now I paid conscious attention to the other news stories, the points of reference a reader of Huck in 1885 might employ: reports of Huck-like boys, weaned on pop culture, committing murders; a national election that many believed would lead to the reintroduction of slavery. The world around Twain wasn’t the filler; it was the point. Twain’s childhood, and his evolution as a writer and national figure, came into focus for me: one could see how the country and the man grew up together and reached a crossroads at the same time.

I found George Washington Cable, the other Twin of Genius on that tour, to be a crucial contrast to Twain. His great essay “The Freedman’s Case in Equity,” which was published alongside chapters from Huck Finn in the same issue of the same magazine, and which called for the integration of public places, was both inspiration and foil to Twain’s novel. We have a tendency to see Twain as a “racial savior,” as Michael J. Kiskis has written, or, rebounding from that excess, a racist. But the spectrum itself is wrong. It is not Twain but Cable who shows us what commitment on race from a white American of his time looked like. Twain, on the other hand, was the great spokesman for the idea that culture trumps politics—the one man in our history who could say (in the voice of Satan, of course) that “against the assault of Laughter nothing can stand” and almost be believed.

Reading reviews of Twain performances in the “Twins of Genius” reminded me that comedy, profane and tricky, was his expertise, and that the minstrel show, a now disowned but once extraordinarily popular type of theater in which “blackness” was performed, was the key influence on Huck Finn that would help unlock a larger conversation. Scholars have known about this link between a celebrated American classic and a taboo pop form for decades; in fact, they have used original documents from the 1800s to uncover a wide palette of political emotions in minstrelsy in general, and with that a deeper sense of how old racisms transmit themselves stealthily into new centuries. But this scholarly discussion, dense and ambivalent as it is, has not significantly moved the public discussion. That most readers don’t see the connection between Huck and minstrelsy is because we equate minstrelsy with blackface stage makeup, which has been discredited, not with the songs, dances, jokes, and cultural strategies that endure. And that other readers, recognizing the connection, generally don’t focus on it, is because public discussion of minstrelsy’s role in shaping America has been buried alongside the appalling mask that best represented it.

Buster Keaton did minstrelsy; so did Bing Crosby; so did Bugs Bunny. It echoes throughout post–World War II music, through rock, hip-hop (the most popular current use of “minstrelsy” is in condemnations of stereotypes in rap, or among black comedians), jazz, and country, in situation comedies, “buddy” movies, in fashion, in literature. It ties Macklemore and Lewis, Miley Cyrus, and Tyler Perry to performers from 150 years ago, and it ties Huck Finn to us in ways we haven’t been willing to really acknowledge. Critics denounce the minstrelsy in Huck Finn, claiming that a “real,” or at least empathetic, portrait of Jim, the African-American man at the heart of the book, disappears beneath a “stereotype mask.” Defenders argue, as did Ralph Ellison, that “Jim’s dignity . . . and Twain’s complexity” rise from behind that mask. But few push through the basic frame of the argument, which implies that Twain did this work unconsciously, or that his courage simply failed, when in fact, for better or worse, these connections were something he wanted his audience to see from the very start. One talks about the minstrel show, and Twain’s particular take on it, to see how deep Huck Finn can be on race, not how shallow—to see what a complicated parable of the persistence of racism Twain had really built, and what an unconscious parable of the persistence of racism we built, in turn, by celebrating the book according to the terms we have.

There was, in other words, a serious debate about how to raise and educate children in the American 1880s. And Twain was contributing something more than a lighthearted “boy’s book” to that debate: he was thinking and speaking about literacy, popular culture, compulsory education, juvenile delinquency, at-risk children, and the different ways we raise boys from girls, and rich from poor. And there was a serious debate about the future of race relations in the American 1880s, too. But Twain was not as much a part of it as we tend to think. He was somewhere nearby, ingenious, outraged, self-interested, vastly more interested in how many Americans play with race than in how they rise above it, or render its terms obsolete at the ballot box—an important conversation, but not the one we think we’re having.

And lastly, all through the research and composition of this book, and especially as I pored through the old newspapers, I never stopped hearing whispers testifying to an uncanny relationship between our present and our past. For many, it is an unspoken canon that “we,” at any given time, are the most tolerant of Americans that ever existed, that the clock on phenomena like racism or child-rearing, for instance, only ticks in one direction. Others construct vast technologies of nostalgia with little authority, and swear that the past was better. Many do neither—but are worn down by the kaleidoscopic subjectivity it takes to tell (and hear) the national story in a way that does justice to everyone who has contributed to it. As Mintz writes, though, few ever really tamper with the notion that we are either progressing or in decline. The people in the past are either worse than us or better. That they might have been like us, and, more to the point, that they may have explored paths forward we have abnegated, had access to sources of wisdom we have lost, and were already frustrated by political debates that still persist to this day, is rarely part of the story we tell ourselves.

At times, during my research, the men and women of the American 1880s struck me as quaint ancestors. More often, however, I was struck by the similarity of their political debates to ours; not identical, certainly, but not less evolved. Historians warn us to respect the otherness of the past, and it is good advice, but maybe once in a while we need to hear that we’re stuck. Twain delivered Huck Finn to a country where Jim Crow ensured that African-Americans had more difficulty voting, held fewer public offices, and had fewer economic opportunities than they did in the previous decade, and where a racially biased judicial system drove many African-Americans into convict leasing systems that rented out their bodies for pennies a day. A modern reader trying to make sense of Huck Finn lives in a country where, as Michelle Alexander writes in The New Jim Crow, large percentages of the African-American male population of major cities (three out of four in Washington, DC, over half in Chicago) are either imprisoned—where their labor can be sold for pennies a day—or released from prison, but with restricted voting rights, mobility, and access to economic benefits.

Likewise, Twain offered Huck Finn to a country where parents, educators, and politicians worried that children, especially boys, were too exposed to violent media, that they were too susceptible to amoral market forces that made them anarchic and violent themselves. The twenty-first-century reader lives in a country worried about the exact same things, only with fresher media. In fact, the debate over children has changed so little over the last century—across a variety of issues—that Lawrence Kutner and Cheryl K. Olson, in Grand Theft Childhood, describe the history of that debate as “déjà vu, all over again and again.”

In this light, it matters that we have been misreading Huck Finn, because that misreading is both wasted opportunity and metaphor for our larger failure to recognize our close relation to the past. Twain, however, was incredibly alert to such matters: Huck is a “prescient book,” Ishmael Reed tells us, that “lays down patterns”—our patterns. From childhood, Twain was a “great boy” for reading history—his mother told us that. He was reading it the day he died. “Story up history,” he once jotted in his notebook; it was a kind of mission. Sometimes, he thought that he saw progress everywhere, but more often he did not. In his essays, he frequently found ways to argue that the sins and virtues of one era or country reinvent themselves in others. And as he was writing the last chapters of Huck Finn, he devised a history game called “Mark Twain’s Memory-Builder”: “The board represents any century,” Twain told its players. “Also, it represents all centuries. . . . If you choose, you can throw your game open to all history and all centuries.” It was exactly the game one might invent if one had concluded that history was a game—the same thing over and over.

And Huck Finn ends with its narrator right back where he started: “I been there before” are his last words, and he sounds weary when he says them.

We misread Huck Finn, on matters of race and children especially, for the same reason we repeat the cultural and political schema of the Gilded Age—because the appealing idea that every generation is better off than the one before conceals our foreboding that we live in a land of echoes.

And yet we read Huck Finn, after all these years, because the foreboding speaks to us anyway.
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A New Kind of Entertainment

If you want to see how much the United States has changed over the last century, and how little, nothing works quite like reading an old newspaper. The smell and feel of the aging paper alone acts like time travel for the senses. And if you pick the right era—the late nineteenth century, for instance—reading an old newspaper can be like getting very drunk and then watching cable news.

The front page of the Providence Journal for October 2, 2013, for instance, displays seven articles and a weather graphic. The front page of the same paper for October 2, 1884, presented seventy-six articles (and fourteen advertisements), almost all of which ran seventy-five words or less. The form was “graphic and telegraphic”— quick, disorderly stories that seemed to respond to some national memory that only required tickling.

A twentieth-first-century reader glancing through these papers can’t help but be struck by the vague familiarity of the political news—an amalgam of disputed elections; race politics; sectionalism; immigration, budget, and faith concerns; and international entanglements half a world away.

Unemployment was a pressing concern: mass layoffs and closed factories were front-page news. Some editorial writers contemplated whether or not America’s economic vitality was a thing of the past. Others worried about whether or not the government was too big: some newspapers kept running tallies of the national debt, which hovered around $1.85 billion, on the front page.

Educators and church leaders argued over whether or not Darwin should be taught in the schools. In Pittsburgh, for instance, Dr. Samuel H. Kellogg, a professor of theology, was called before the board of the Western Theological Seminary to defend teaching the “doctrine of evolution”: “I believe that the Bible,” Kellogg argued, “while attributing the origin of species to God, does not give us any information as to how God originated species.”

Overseas, military forces deployed in the Mideast and Africa—some American, some French, some British—were bogged down in local rebellions: the still-famous siege of Gordon in Khartoum by a local Islamic army was front-page news daily, as were riots in the “Arab world.” The Mexican border was a site of violence and disorder. Immigration was regarded as out of control: non–English-speaking immigrants were pouring into the country so quickly that, to many, the traditional fabric of the country seemed under threat. Asian students outpaced American students, or seemed to, at the best universities: “the fact that a Chinaman took the first prize in English composition at Yale ought to astonish none,” the Chicago Tribune complained. “American students can’t attend to foot-ball and study at the same time.”

Contrarily, that same twenty-first-century reader perusing those same pages might be more startled by what has changed than what has not. The ads were a quaint wonder, for instance. We are programmed to laugh at these signs of distance between the pop culture of the past and the present, and we generally do. Here’s that ProJo page one again: “WE ASKED YOU LAST WEEK If You Would Buy an Overcoat Carried from Last Season, If You Could Buy It at HALF PRICE.” More than six hundred did. “BOYS’ CLOTHING!” Jerome Kennedy & Co. shouted at us from the top of the rightmost column, the place in modern newspapers where the lead story can be found. But also: four separate ads for candles, and one for a “REVOLVING FLY TRAP,” “a perfect invention for exterminating flies . . . amusing as a toy . . . grown people as well as children delight in watching it.”

The entertainment choices, everywhere, were stellar, and incorporated old-fashioned fun (both high- and lowbrow) with perverse curiosity about all those new immigrants and their countries of origin. New Yorkers could see The Merchant of Venice or “The Thrilling and Sensational Drama of Outlaw Brothers, Frank and Jesse James,” featuring Jesse James’s actual horse and actual wife. Chicagoans could see ballet, opera, Hamlet, a panorama of the Battle of Gettysburg, or for a dime tour the “Monster Model Museum . . . everything instructive, refined, amusing.”

On a Monday in Indianapolis, any man or woman with a few cents could go ice skating or go see Jo-Jo the Dog-Faced Boy, who had been discovered, it was said, in a cave in Russia, his face covered with “silky hair . . . like a skye terrier’s.” In Cincinnati, one could go to an underwear sale conducted “WITHOUT MERCY” (to their prices, one assumes), or go see “TOMAH the African Horned Man . . . having an actual horn two inches long growing from the center of his forehead.”

More than anything, though, what jumps out at the twentieth-century reader is the violence. It jumped out at them back then, too: “The papers, all of a sudden, are being filled with assassinations, and second-degree murders, and prize-fights, and suicides,” Mark Twain, as good an emissary as we have from the Gilded Age, wrote, fittingly, in a newspaper. “It is a wonderful state of things. . . . now I have to have my regular suicide before breakfast, like a cocktail, and my side-dish of murder in the first degree for a relish, and my savory assassination to top off while I pick my teeth and smoke . . .”

His sarcasm was not misplaced. Nineteenth-century newspapers portrayed a bloodstained and unstable country; their tone, callous and carnivalesque, makes even modern tabloids look restrained. The nation’s infrastructure was a work in progress: ships wrecked, trains collided, mines collapsed. A dynamite factory explosion that could be heard twenty miles away, nine dead, was buried on page eight. Three fatal train disasters in one day was matter-of-fact. Generic, topical headlines like “Politics and Bloodshed” made reporting and editing easier. That one could bring a gun to a political rally was a given; one could even bring a cannon.

And just when you adjust, when your twenty-first-century political sensibility begins to metabolize this diet of little fiascos, you get called up short by a story so violent, so shocking, that you can’t believe that it’s not common knowledge to us 130 years later, that there’s no piece of the national story committed singularly to it. And if you have something familiar nearby, a piece of the national story that has gotten its fair share of attention and then some—like Twain’s classic novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, which was at this moment in 1884 almost ready to join the carnival—then you also have the opportunity to experience the kind of cultural vertigo that makes history ring new.

Throughout March, the biggest news story in the city of Cincinnati was the trial of William Berner, whom the newspapers, in bold headlines, called “THE BOY MURDERER.” Neither defense nor prosecution disputed the facts of his case. On Christmas Eve 1883, Berner and an older “Negro” accomplice named Joe Palmer had killed and robbed their employer, a farmer named Kirk with a reputation for carrying a bankroll of tens and twenties. They had killed him so many ways, in fact, that the prosecutor swore out multiple counts of murder for the one killing: one count for striking Kirk with a hammer; one count for hitting him in the head with a club; one count for looping a noose around his neck and strangling him, “one pulling at each end.”

Finally Berner and Palmer “divided the money” they found on Kirk (roughly $240), threw his body in the back of a wagon, and rode to town, where they bought Christmas gifts for their families and sweethearts. They were arrested shortly after.

Palmer would be tried, convicted, and hanged without controversy; but the fate of his partner attracted vastly more interest. The courtroom where William Berner stood trial was filled; boys excited by the drama crowded the outside windows and packed the corridor. Some newspaper sketch artists portrayed a clean-cut, blue-eyed boy, a figure so small that his feet could not reach the floor underneath his chair. Other newspapers, however, reminded their readers that Berner was already seventeen, his arms sinewy and his hands rough from day labor. Although they agreed on virtually nothing else, all the newspapers agreed on the anticipated outcome of the trial: Berner was clearly guilty of murder, and “we should be able to try and hang a murderer in ten days,” one editorial writer argued. Few, if any, argued for clemency on account of his age.

When the paid jury returned a verdict of manslaughter, not murder, and a sentence of twenty years in prison, not the gallows, an “indignation meeting” was immediately called for the great downtown Music Hall. More than six thousand people filled the hall the evening of March 28. Observers spoke of a “cosmopolitan audience” where all nationalities, races, and classes were represented, “every man . . . honest and determined; every man . . . ready for the work.” “Everybody appeared to be in good humor,” wrote one newspaper columnist. As the crowd exited the music hall, they turned in the direction of the Hamilton County jail and attacked it, not knowing that Berner had already been secreted away. Fighting persisted into the night, and the next day, and the day after. Within forty-eight hours, the “magnificent and costly” courthouse was burned to the ground, and police had killed several dozen rioters and wounded hundreds of others.

In the immediate aftermath, as the state militia patrolled downtown Cincinnati, the national press focused on three aspects of the story: first, that the individual responsible for transforming a peaceful protest into a riot was a black man named Gus Gaines, forty, single, a plasterer. Second, that the mob was a righteous one: the Cincinnati Enquirer wrote the words “AT LAST” above their front-page coverage of the event. Third, that among the dead and wounded there existed “a very large proportion of uncouth boys.” Sandwiched between armed police and their “own natures made morbid by the habit of reading,” these teenagers had become “the victims as well as the patrons of the literature of crime.” In this way, the story of the riot seemed to match the story of the crime that inspired it: black men, the editorials implied, always seemed to open the gates to civil unrest, just or criminal. And boys, especially white ones, were always ready to rush through.

We don’t know if Twain, seven hundred miles to the northeast, absorbed himself in the story of William Berner. It would have been hard to miss: it was prominent news in New York, the talk of London and Paris. But if he had pondered it, he might have found it too close for comfort, as anyone even vaguely familiar with the plot of the novel he was just then finishing might recognize as well.

He, too, was spending that spring focused on an uncouth boy who hated the law, who smoked, swore, robbed—who, even in his own estimation, “might come to be a murderer myself.” The boy’s best friend was an older black man who had his own reasons to hate the law, too, and who was one step closer to the noose than his young white sidekick at every turn. His other best friend read way too much, was obsessed about violence, ran his own gang, and—like the teenagers of Cincinnati—took a bullet for living out his fantasies too brazenly. It was William Berner’s story in a fun-house mirror.

But while the citizens of Cincinnati all reviled Berner, Twain loved his child at all costs. “I shall love him, even if no one else does,” he told his wife, Olivia. Later that year, he would take him to the stage with him, put him in print, and bank his own reputation, even his future, on a long shot: that the country would love Huck Finn, too, despite an instinctual hatred for bad boys of his type.

We think we know Huck Finn. It is, arguably, the most celebrated book in American history: only the Bible and Shakespeare are clearly more recognized by the average American reader. And since the early twentieth century, America has celebrated Huck Finn, and for two separate reasons: in high schools and colleges, it has been taught as a serious reflection of the conscience of the nation on matters of race and freedom. In popular culture, in movies and cartoons and in public libraries, it has long been viewed as a child-friendly classic, a carefree celebration of boyhood.

However, one look at William Berner—and America in 1884 was evidently full of other boys much like him—and one begins to wrestle with new thoughts: Could we have this turned inside out? Could it be that the plot of Twain’s book feels so much like Berner’s story because both were part of the same national debate, an extremely serious one about children that touched the same hot spots: delinquency, literacy, violence, and popular culture, for instance? And could the persistence of alliances between black men and white boys in both Twain’s imagination and the imaginations of Cincinnati’s best reporters also tell us that Huck Finn might have been talking about race to its white readers in a language they were trained to hear: not about equality, but about the imaginary role “blackness” already played in the national story?

Could these fractures between how Twain’s audience might have understood Huck in its own time and how we adapted it for political and cultural uses in ours help explain the anomaly of a book famously and theoretically forward-looking on race but loaded with racial slurs and stereotypes? Could they help explain how a book can be regarded as a simple ode to childhood for over a century despite the presence of thirteen dead bodies (not to mention near-death experiences, assaults, graft, petty crime, and lynch law) in its pages?

What, exactly, was Twain telling us about America’s children, and what was he telling us about blacks and whites in America? And what does it say about us that we might have spent a century and more making an interpretive mistake—two interpretive mistakes, twins of each other—of such magnitude?

To answer these questions—and to understand why they matter so—there is only one place and one time to start: the Opera House in New Haven, Connecticut, November 5, 1884. It is about 8:40 in the evening. The footlights are a little too bright. A man with hair the color of dusty brick walks slowly, ever so slowly, toward the center of the stage. During Twain’s career, one critic after another said something crucial about him, something lost amid the vast encyclopedia of images and writings he left behind: you read his books and you think you’ve got it. But to hear him speak was like having his books interpreted for you by their best reader. “Every modulation of his voice,” a reviewer commented, revealed something “new and unsuspected . . . in writings that may have been read over a dozen times.” We need to hear him, too—we need the benefit of his voice. Without it, we have missed so much—about him, about his work, and about our relationship to the century about which he had so much to say.

Most in the audience for the opening night of the “Twins of Genius” tour had come to see Mark Twain. But he was not yet our Mark Twain, that familiar icon in the white suit with the shock of white hair. That suit and that hair were still two decades away. But he was getting there: it had been fifteen years since his first national success, The Innocents Abroad, and he was a fixture on the American scene, as famous as a president—even more so. Observers said it was worth hearing him speak just so you could tell your grandchildren you had seen him. Others already considered him past his prime.

He was not quite handsome: his cheeks were a little too jowly, and his eyes too shiny, seemingly borrowed from another face altogether. His hair was overpowdered and unkempt: one critic said it stood up like the crest of a cockatoo. His mustache was badly trimmed: one scholar has called it “sardonic.” His suit was black—a staid suit, for funerals. There was something in its fit that evoked a clown costume.

He walked slowly. One side of him dragged, limped. Perhaps someone in the audience laughed a little nervously, and Twain looked up suddenly. He seemed startled to discover that an audience was present. This caused more people to laugh. Twain now seemed mortified. A few more people laughed, uncomfortably, hopefully.

The cadence had begun, the subtle, wonderful dance of Mark Twain’s tomfoolery, as emptied of wasted gesture as Kabuki. He reached center stage and gathered himself. A few more expectant laughs. He glared out now, squinting into the darkness, no longer seeming mortified but angry. Was it actually possible, he seemed to be asking with that squint, that those people were not there for a serious lecture?

More silence. More scattered laughter. Make them wait. He’d write later, “The pause . . . is a dainty thing, and delicate, and also uncertain and treacherous; for it must be exactly the right length . . .”

Finally he began to speak, in a deliberate monotone. He knew it was “slow”—one critic called his performing style “drowsy”—and liked it that way. Twain had an extraordinary ear, and that gift was nowhere more evident as he tuned his own instrument into this drawling deadpan. It was the base, a perfect contrast: against it his renditions of how other people talk would rise like ghosts.

Laugh at his joke, and he would look down or put his left hand in his pocket. Or maybe he would look sad. Or maybe his left hand would cradle his right arm and his right hand would stroke his chin. Or maybe his mouth would twitch. But he would never laugh with you, and wouldn’t smile, either. When he hinted at something bold, you couldn’t tell if he was being wise or naïve. There was a distance in his voice—what we today would call “plausible deniability”—that made it all right to laugh at something that might pierce you otherwise.

Those who had never seen Twain onstage before were, in these first moments, often disappointed. But that never lasted. Soon the laughter was coming like a “storm,” as one colleague said. And all the discomfort, all the semiotic confusion—it helped make the storm. “Every word, almost,” a reviewer wrote, “was a joke.” It’s all about the pauses, Twain said, over and over. They made meaning where there wasn’t any on the written page. And they gave the speaker a chance to watch his audience, to size them up, before he made his next move. One could write a book addressed to a cultural moment, but the moment would change, and the book wouldn’t. But the voice, the staging of that voice—that adjusted to the cultural moment, created the transient meanings that made men and women laugh so hard they lost themselves.

And for four months in the winter of 1884–85, that was exactly what Twain wanted. Sometimes he loved public speaking, and sometimes he hated it, but he was exceptional when he wanted to be: Sir Henry Irving, one of the great theater figures of his time, told Twain once that he had missed his true calling when he chose writing over acting. And there was something about Huck Finn, and the commercial and artistic risks it represented, that made this one of the times he wanted to show off that side of his genius.

It seems a simple idea to us, who are well used to authors touring to promote new books, musicians touring to promote new recordings: roughly 100 performances in roughly 115 days, as far east as Boston, as far north as Toronto, as far south as Louisville, as far west as St. Louis. Nothing with Twain was ever simple, though. Authors might tour (although the vogue had lapsed a decade before), but not to support a book.

Twain, however, wanted this particular book to have support—and he wanted more. Originally, he had planned to travel with a group of five other authors, some Southern, some Northern, some famous for their renditions of children, others for their renditions of blacks and ethnic minorities. They’d call themselves the “Happy Family”—the same name P. T. Barnum gave his saturnine little zoo where predators and prey shared a single cage. When his plan fell through, Twain settled for one partner, a rising literary star from New Orleans named George Washington Cable who was already drawing comparisons to Hawthorne, Poe, and Balzac, and had a certain reputation as a bold thinker on race relations. Together, they’d be the “Twins of Genius,” one “genius,” one “versatility.”

And together, Twain and Cable, for almost four months, ran what might be regarded as the most singular, most successful book tour ever. At the very least, it brought a huge amount of attention to the imminent publication of Huck Finn: we have canonized the book for so long that we forgot the tremendous push it got at the start. But critics at the time knew that something was different. Huck Finn was “the best advertised book of the present age,” the Alta California claimed on March 24, 1885. Mark Twain, the Boston Globe opined, “has consented to convert himself into a walking sign.”

Even more, Twain and Cable broke open the culture in some fundamental way: it was “the beginning of a new kind of entertainment,” the Washington Post noted. As his efforts to build a “happy family” implied, he wanted Huck Finn to debut surrounded by a cadre of America’s most prominent writers speaking like people they weren’t, blending region and race and class into a fresh irreverent brew. And even with only one partner, he stayed true to this vision. In lyceums, opera houses, and churches, in front of “cultivated” audiences, “intelligent” audiences, audiences with “long nose[s],” usually lecturers lectured. But reading from Huck—speaking like a boy from rural Missouri in a voice, it was said, that sounded exactly like a boy from rural Missouri and Mark Twain at the same time—that was different, and risky, given the country’s unease about uncouth boy criminals like William Berner. And Cable, the Southern representative, read from a book in which Northern soldiers were reassured that their “cause was just”—that was risky, too, and he would pay for it.

And racial and ethnic mimickry—America has seen this, but not from such respectable, white-faced gentlemen. Cable “did” voices—Irish, Creole. Twain “did” German. And they both “did” African-American. Twain performed as an elderly black slave and scared the crowd with ghost stories from before the Civil War. And Cable sang slave songs he first heard as a child in Place Congo in New Orleans, now known as Congo Square and regarded as one of the birthplaces of modern jazz and blues. Women fainted; men shouted for encores. “Nigger from the ground up,” one audience member wrote. It was meant as a compliment.

That this all worked, though—that the “Twins of Genius” tour and the book it promoted were truly “a new kind of entertainment” and rattled the country—is best evidenced by the way Twain and Cable interacted with, and even dominated, the headline political news of the day. For months, the country had been engaged in a heated, scandal-ridden presidential campaign between Grover Cleveland, the Democrat, and James Blaine, the Republican. The election marked a new alliance of Southern Democrats and “Mugwump” Republicans, who broke away from the alliance of black and white Northern voters that had controlled Reconstruction-era politics; if Cleveland won, he would be the first Democrat, and the first candidate with white Southern support, to win the office since before the Civil War.

For days after the election, its result remained in doubt. Akin to the aftermath of the 2000 election, Americans joked that they had two presidents, and waited while a few hundred votes were counted in one or two states to settle the matter. Meanwhile, accusations of black voter suppression made headlines in Republican newspapers. And when Cleveland’s victory was assured, those same newspapers argued that the clock on American politics was running backward to the antebellum era. “It is not a twelvemonth, but twenty-four years since the South ‘governed the Yankees,’ ” one New England paper observed, referencing the Confederate victory at Bull Run, “but the wild rejoicings in that section indicate that they think that their day has come again.” And African-Americans, in turn, “regard[ed] the advent of that party to national power,” the Philadelphia Inquirer claimed, “as the signal of their re-enslavement.” Newspapers in the South reported “good feeling”; newspapers in the North noted the cruel “jocularity” of some southerners, who were enjoying telling “colored men that they were now worth $1000 apiece.”

Twain, of course, didn’t control the election, or its result; but he did control his tour schedule, and it was telling that he picked the day after Election Day to open. Whether or not he had a role in the national story at this time, he took one upon himself. Relishing the resonance of the November 5 starting date, he called the book tour a “campaign,” even a “raid,” as if it represented a shadow change in administration similar to the one about to take place in Washington. Twain was also among the most prominent Mugwump supporters, and he played with that, too. The “Twins of Genius” tour advertised itself as a new alliance of South and North, like that of the Mugwumps and Southern Democrats—early publicity described the team of Twain and Cable as a “literary bridging of the bloody chasm.”

Seen from the early twenty-first century, paging through the old newspapers, one can’t help but be startled at how much Twain’s metaphorical representation of the confusion and trauma of the political moment upstaged the political moment itself. The November 27 Washington Post placed its review of the Twain-Cable reading in the first column of the front page, while coverage of the disputed election fell three columns to its left. The New York Times shoved that election leftward on its front page so that Mark Twain could be the lead story. And so he was. President Arthur came to see the Twins; so did Frederick Douglass. When Twain and Cable visited President-elect Cleveland in his office in Albany, in fact, they clearly, if accidentally, made the point that the Twins of Genius was the bigger story. In an incident reported widely, Twain sat on the president-elect’s desk and activated with the seat of his pants the bells that called Cleveland’s secretaries. Twain’s ass—no mistake about it—was running the country.

And Twain, under the hot lights, met the backward-looking election narrative on more than equal terms. He loved it when his life story crashed against newspaper headlines. Let’s honor that here. The New York Times ran its review of Twain and Cable right next to a feature entitled “Negroes’ Foolish Fears,” one of many national stories that mocked concerns that slavery would start all over again. The New York Sun ran a similar alignment, running together on its first page the headlines “Some of Mark Twain’s Fun” and “Scaring Timid Negroes.” But what did the juxtaposition of these headlines signify: agreement, or counternarrative? Was Twain endorsing the mean and playful spirit of many white Americans of this era? Or was he offering a different kind of laughter: an antidote?

Was he offering a brilliant preview of the multicultural, polyglot culture of post–World War II America—a privileged white man crashing the gates of that stratified Victorian culture, demanding that all of America’s voices would be heard? Or was he offering the newest technology in exploitation, also generations ahead of its time, the first in a long line of taste entrepreneurs to co-opt some unstable amalgam of white youth and African-American cultures and turn it to profit?

Modern readers make our first mistake, then, when we conclude that Huck Finn was just a book, let alone a great one. Huck Finn was not meant to stand alone, an isolated “classic” palmed by diffident teens between the hours of eight and three. It began its career as a piece of performance art, as part of something bigger, stranger, more wonderful, and more conflicted—spoken as much as written, and even sung as much as spoken. It had a time and a place, and things to say about the brutal national conversations about race and about children of that time and place.

We keep the book around because we know, deep down, that it speaks some ornery truth we can’t say in the open. But we need new resources, and new sensibilities, to help us learn to read it again, and to learn to say the things that can’t be said. A fresh glance at the “Twins of Genius”—the piece of performance art that brought Huck to life for enraptured and confused Victorian audiences—gives us an extraordinary second chance to see a crucial, storm-tossed piece of American culture with new eyes. It shows us something we can’t see as clearly when the book must explain itself alone: that a serious statement about race was Twain’s hidden agenda, literally. And that a fight about the lives of children was, to its author and his audience, the truer foreground. If we can tell the story of Twain’s life as it led to this place, to 1884, accounting for all the different aspects of the Huck Finn project as he built it—the written, the verbal, the commercial, the political, the theatrical—we can see more clearly what mattered to him and his audience. We can see more clearly where we tripped up in the years that followed—and how, in many ways, our trip was a design feature, part of the peculiar genius of a man who could turn to profit the most trenchant critique of his audience. And we can even see that critique beneath the sleight of hand that only partially conceals it: that a country that confuses its comedy and its tragedy can convince itself it is moving forward when it is not.

Turn your pencil around, and put that eraser on the very edges of that old dog-eared copy of Huck you own, and rub until the place where the border between the book and the world disappears. Focus instead on the newer, older, multimedia Huck and the story that follows now: of where it came from, how its author built it, what it meant to say to the world, and what the world did and didn’t hear.
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Shiftless, Lazy, and Dadblasted Tired

As Mark Twain told it—in autobiographical writings, letters, newspaper columns, notebooks, speeches, and partially fictionalized re-creations, some facts corroborated by other witnesses, some not—his childhood was a riot of sensory, political, and even spiritual data. It was filled with both hilarious and horrible anecdotes, idylls mixed with tragedy and violence. It laid the groundwork for the strategies and sensibility of the author he would become: a brilliant and elusive troublemaker with a guilty conscience. And it provided the raw materials for many of his best novels, including Huck Finn and Tom Sawyer: from the originals of most of those books’ most famous characters, to scenes like the iconic whitewashing of the fence.

But it also provided inspirations that we know much less well. Nostalgia was one of the reasons Mark Twain told and retold the stories of his childhood in the 1840s throughout the 1870s and 1880s, but it is a simplistic explanation for why he went back there. Many middle- and upper-class Victorians, thriving in the late years of the Industrial Revolution, built large blocks of their cultural lives from antimodern materials: “Why, as science has become more cocksure,” Andrew Lang wrote in the Nation, “have men and women become more and more fond of old follies, and more pleased with the stirring of ancient dread in their veins?” But the smartest ones used the past to say something that was, in fact, quite new. Freud used folklore and mythology to map the unconscious; Darwin jarred millions by claiming that humans had a past more ancient than anyone dreamt; Frazer’s ambitious catalog of religious archetypes in The Golden Bough was a best seller.

And Twain correctly sensed his own childhood’s relevance within the context of a national history that circled as much as it progressed: that the 1840s might be turned to use in the postbellum age with surprisingly little tinkering. As little tinkering as possible, in fact—that was the point. Backward, or forward—wherever his inner ear tuned to an echo that he could track, he followed. And we follow him back there, likewise, not just to create the expected biographical narrative, but to track echoes ourselves that start in small-town Hannibal in the years before the Civil War, and continue to the present day. Echoes of the resilient myths that guide our attitudes toward childhood. And of the way white Americans, torn in their feelings for their African-American slaves, servants, and neighbors, made an enduring and crude ritual out of their ambivalence, a disorderly collage of comedy and song that Twain found more useful, one way or the other, than almost anything he could imagine.

He was born two months premature to John and Jane Clemens, at the tail end of November 1835. He was not really expected to survive, but he did. His birth was so sudden that the landlord’s wife had to scare up clothes for him—her daughter’s clothes. In the life of someone who liked to dress up like people he wasn’t, this was a good place to start.

History remembers Sam Clemens’s father as remote, respectable, a justice of the peace, a grocer, and a dreamy, honorable, and ineffective land speculator; his mother was a rock-ribbed Presbyterian with a tart, inheritable wit.

They lived in several houses of varying pedigree in and around Hannibal, moving and shifting with fortune. Sam spent his early days in a one-room all-grades school, the first of three schools he’d eventually attend, all of which he hated. “Shiftless, lazy, and dadblasted tired,” one classmate would later describe him. “No study in him.” At his father’s deathbed, his mother channeled the pathos of the moment in an attempt to reform him. Tearful Sam agreed to do anything she asked—“except to go to school; I can’t do that.”

Even at that early age, he couldn’t be manipulated into betraying the principles of truancy.

He cut a figure: “fuzzy light curls all over his head,” another classmate remembered, “that really ought to have belonged to a girl,” and blue-gray eyes that could shine green. And then there was his “long talk,” an odd mannerism he also inherited from his mother. He talked v-e-r-y slow, which made half-funny things funny, and funny things very funny: “I used to play with the pause,” he said later, “as other children play with a toy.”

He loved pranks, too: mediocre at everything but spelling, he was head of the class at “devilment.” “There’s something in my pocket for you,” he told his mother once: it was a live bat. He got beat for tricks like that, with a hickory, he claimed, that he had to provide himself: “They whipped boys, then, for every little thing . . . for fixing pins in the benches for boys to sit down on; for catching flies during morning prayers, and even for throwing rocks at passing strangers, in recess, when the motive was in no wise dishonorable . . .”

Tragedy struck early, and he experienced religious vision without comfort. He saw two siblings die: Margaret in 1839, Benjamin in 1842. His mother made him touch Benjamin’s chilled face, to experience the seriousness of death. He probably didn’t need the lesson: the night before she died of yellow fever, he had sleepwalked into Margaret’s room and clutched her sheets, a sign, it was believed, that he knew what was coming.

He spent his Sundays in a church where the preachers were very clear about hell and the odds of a wayward child going there. He wept to his mother that he had “ceased to be a Christian,” but his “trained Presbyterian conscience,” as he later called it, swallowed guilt like air. There was no death in his family or among his friends he did not blame himself for: “I took all the tragedies to myself; and tallied them off in turn as they happened, saying to myself in each case, with a sigh, ‘Another one gone—and on my account.’ ” Later there would be no economic or social injustice in which he regarded his hands as clean.

In the meantime, he went to revival meetings, though he always returned unconverted. He found Satan interesting enough to want to write a biography of him—at age seven.

His free afternoons he spent with the respectable kids, sometimes joined by a semi-couth boy named Tom Blankenship, “ignorant, unwashed, insufficiently fed,” but with “as good a heart as ever any boy had.” There were dogs and cats everywhere in Hannibal, and a fake meow from under your window meant Tom wanted you to come out to play. The other kids envied Blankenship because he had total liberty. His father was one of the town drunks. His sisters, one of whom was his twin, were assumed by many to be prostitutes. He didn’t have to go to school and didn’t have to go to church. He could fish all day and live in the open air, and kept company with a young slave named “Black John.”

The requisite pleasures of nature and the life of a small child in a small town imprinted themselves upon Sam. He memorized, unconsciously, the sound of every voice. He memorized a deep catalog of nature’s effects. He loved to read, as long as he wasn’t being forced. He scripted his play, and the play of his friends, upon the rules of adventure as written in Dumas and Cervantes, Cooper and Scott. He saved the best roles for himself.

He also had a death wish. When measles swept the town, he snuck out one night and crawled into bed with the afflicted Will Bowen, his best friend. His parents were horrified, but the boy was enchanted with the proximity to mortality this action produced. “I have never enjoyed anything in my life any more than I enjoyed dying that time,” he wrote decades later.

He loved the water, and by his recollection almost drowned eight or nine times: either number made him seem catlike, a comparison he never minded much. Another time he dove off a riverboat to retrieve a lost hat, but swam so far downstream the town suspected he was dead, and began firing cannons over the water to coax his body to the surface. “People born to be hanged are safe in water,” his mother told him.

He was a sleepwalker. He tried, at nine, to sneak off on a riverboat. At fourteen, he got caught dancing naked by two anonymous girls as he rehearsed for his part as “bear” in a playlet to be performed at one of his older sister’s parties. In a bedroom he thought unoccupied except for himself and a slave named Sandy, he did “handsprings” and got down on all fours and “snarled,” while they hid behind a screen, themselves only partially dressed, until Sandy told a joke that flushed out the laughter that gave them away. Sam was mortified for weeks, possibly decades: “I had never guessed those girls out,” he wrote near the end of his life, “nor wanting to, either.”

He loved smoking, role-playing, arguing, and getting people to defend what they, in other circumstances, would decry, or to do willingly what they would otherwise refuse. Tom Sawyer’s whitewashed fence had its basis: once Sam Clemens actually did take out contracts to whitewash all the fences in the neighborhood, then “cat-meowed” his friends outside and persuaded them that whitewashing all those fences at night would destroy the flowers that grew near them, and cause a wonderful panic in the morning. He bossed them all night long, until their hands blistered and their eyes stung from lime, and the job was done. It wasn’t quite what Tom Sawyer would do, on the written page, thirty-five years later, but it was close.

And along the way, Sam Clemens got a remarkable education on black culture and race relations in the years before the Civil War: in fact, he was a keen autodidact on the subject. During the summers of his early childhood, for instance, Sam stayed at his uncle John’s farm. His evenings there he spent in the company of his uncle’s slaves, including one he called “Uncle Dan’l,” a tall man in his forties named Daniel Quarles who was a prodigious storyteller. Twain would never forget these evenings: as he later described it, Quarles would travel with him, “spiritually,” for decades.

Every evening, the children, black and white, gathered around the kitchen hearth to hear Quarles tell stories, including one about a cunning rabbit outwitting a hungry, vicious fox in a briar patch. The prey beat the predator almost every time. It was an interesting story for a slave to tell over and over to his master’s children.

For the last story of the night, Quarles always told a ghost story about a woman with a golden arm. There was wailing, “rising & falling cadences of the wind, so easily mimicked with one’s mouth,” and “impressive pauses & eloquent silences.” The story ended with a start that never failed to make Sam and the other children jump.

And after the story, the white children went up to a cool room with soft beds and a window that left Sam and his siblings engulfed in moonlight. The slave children crossed the orchard and disappeared into their quarters.

“We were comrades,” he said later, speaking about those black children with whom he played, “and yet not comrades.”

He watched as his father gave a slave named Lewis “a lashing now & then” for being clumsy. He watched as his father beat a slave named Jenny for grabbing a whip out of Sam’s mother’s hands. It was “the custom of the time,” he observed later. He watched as his father sold slaves: Jenny for her transgression, Charley to pay off a debt. Jenny had saved Sam once, pulling him out of a creek before drowning, but that act of heroism didn’t save her.

Like everyone in Hannibal, Sam closely followed the trial of three abolitionists who had been captured trying to free five slaves. Sam’s father was the foreman of the jury, which received “considerable applause” when they sentenced the abolitionists to twelve years’ hard labor.

He watched (concealed and alone, he’d emphasize later) as a slave he called “Negro Jerry” mounted the woodpile at his master’s house and delivered a parody of a political speech or a sermon—interrupting himself periodically to make a sound with his mouth uncannily like sawing wood so that his master would think he was working. “I believed he was the greatest orator in the United States,” Twain wrote.

And entwined with his education on race relations, both part and apart from it, came a startling education on violence and the fragility of American civilization. A man named Sam Smarr, for instance, was gunned down on a Hannibal street in 1845, when Sam Clemens was nine. Twain never made clear if he saw the murder itself, but he certainly saw what came after: some “thoughtful idiot,” as tradition mandated, placed a massive Bible on the bosom of the man struggling through his dying breaths. “An anvil would have been in better taste there . . . less open to sarcastic criticism,” he observed years later.

There was a town drunk, in and out of the local jail. Sam took pity on him and gave him matches so he could smoke. The man lit his pipe, and his jail cell, too, and burned to death in ten minutes. A “hundred nights” of dreams, Twain said, followed “in which I saw his appealing face as I had seen it in the pathetic reality, pressed against the window-bars, with the red hell glowing behind him.”

Among his father’s duties as justice of the peace was coroner’s work. Sam snuck into his father’s office one evening and found a corpse in the darkness. A “white human hand . . . in the moonlight” created an image from that startled moment that Twain carried for decades.

He apparently watched his father’s autopsy through a keyhole.

When one of the less popular boys accepted a taunt to dive into a “muddy creek” and stay underwater “longest,” it was Sam who drew the straw that made it his job to dive and catch hold of the lifeless wrist that confirmed the worst.

There was another local boy who had to be locked and chained in the yard, and refused to wear clothes; when he became convinced that his left hand was sinful, he broke free, grabbed a hatchet, and cut it off. “Religious mania,” Twain noted.

He saw a slaveholder throw a piece of burning iron ore into the face of a slave, punishment for “doing something awkwardly.” “It bounded from the man’s skull,” he wrote later. “He was dead in an hour.”

He watched a knife fight in which a “young Californian emigrant” took a bowie knife in the chest. “I saw the red life gush from his breast,” he remembered.

There were the murderous Hyde brothers, who tried to kill their “harmless old uncle.” One held him down and the other tried to kill him with a faulty pistol. “I happened along just then, of course,” Twain recalled.

While playing on a river island, his gang was terrified as the remains of an assassinated slave named Neriam Todd rose out of the water. Weeks before, Todd had run off and made it to the island. Bence, Tom Blankenship’s older brother, found him and, disdaining the reward, fed him for a few weeks, until bounty hunters heard a rumor and sailed to the island. Todd drowned trying to flee. The bounty hunters mutilated his body and left him to drift in the river. He ran aground where children could find him, and they did.

On one particular evening, though, there was no violence. Newspaper clippings suggest it was a night sometime in April 1847, when Sam was eleven—one month after his father had died. In his memories, Twain himself would place it a year or two earlier. It was one of the idylls, one of the rare times where all the tragic and mirthful aspects of his hyperbolic childhood would find expression, even resolution. It would hit him like a thunderbolt, a “glad and stunning surprise.” It “made life a pleasure,” he’d say, fifty-nine years later—a fulfillment, as well as counterpoint, to the evenings spent with Daniel Quarles. And it would travel with him as far and for as long as did those storytelling evenings hearing about the woman with the golden arm.

That was the night the minstrel show came to Hannibal.

The “full minstrel show”—a true theatrical production, two hours or so long, featuring ensemble, musical program, and comic skits—was a fairly new national sensation, having just debuted in 1843 in New York, with ads promising the “oddities, peculiarities, eccentricities, and comicalities of that Sable Genus of Humanity.” But it carried with it a long and complicated prehistory. In America, playing with race was a well-established tradition, with many contradictory political uses, from droll to subversive to exploitative and deadly: from the slaves who donned their masters’ clothing and talked “white” in the Carolinas in the years before the Revolution, to the Revolutionaries themselves, those Boston Tea Partiers dressed up as Native Americans, to the urban “Callithumpians,” gangs who sooted their faces, banged on pots, and invaded the homes of adulterers or old men who married young women. Belsnickel, a proto-Santa, visited children with “face of black”: carrying candy in one hand and a whip in the others, he scared them out of their minds. White rioters in Philadelphia, one decade before the minstrel show reached Hannibal, practiced “blackface-on-Black violence,” blacking up to attack African-American churches and Christmas celebrants.

Around 1830, a young man named Thomas Dartmouth Rice, from Five Points in New York, introduced onto American stages a song and dance called “Jump Jim Crow,” creating a sensation that hadn’t yet subsided by the time the minstrels came to Hannibal—that, truthfully, still hasn’t subsided. All the loose energies that cohered around the idea of a “face of black” became utterly racialized in song, in dance, in humor. A lexicon of characters, dances, theatrical forms, and songs emerged, with borrowings, thefts, amalgams, sometimes mocking blacks viciously, sometimes paying them homage. At first, minstrelsy was elastic, dangerous: in mixed race crowds in New York dives and elsewhere, it signaled an alliance of the low that might rock the nation.

Black charisma was “invented” or, at least, named. Jim Crow—the figure himself, not yet the name for the national apartheid that governed race relations from the 1870s to the 1960s—was played by a young white man in makeup and costume who lamented the “misfortune” of whites who would “spend every dollar” to become “gentlemen ob colour.” And liberation was contemplated from behind Jim Crow’s mask: “I am for freedom,” he sang in the 1830s, and “De white is called my broder.” The amalgams themselves were indecipherable tributes to the richness and confusion of the American cultural marketplace: the character of Jim Crow was of African origin, but the melody was distinctly Irish. The dance came from everywhere and nowhere: in different accounts, Louisville, Pittsburgh, New York, Baltimore, and elsewhere. The song was performed in parody by anti-Catholic crowds on their way to burn down convents, and it was performed for American diplomats by musicians in foreign countries who earnestly believed it was our national anthem. The lyricist of one early minstrel hit, as listed on the sheet music, was Santa Claus.

By the mid-1840s, minstrelsy was a theatrical institution: troupes formed, plays were scripted. The politics rapidly grew more unilaterally racist but still maintained a certain anarchy and surprise, depending on the troupe, the song, the audience, the decade, the line you quote, the line you don’t, and a thousand other cues lost to time. Operas, respectable theater, and other genres of European and high art were sucked into this mad vortex, nationalized, effectively, by being blacked up. The racism was American, as was the promise of liberation; the homage to the culture and labor of the disenfranchised was American, as was its appropriation. For many white Americans, it was a solvent of political difference: it had empathy, it had hate, and it didn’t ask you which you felt or to what degree. Minstrels would perform in the White House for Abe Lincoln. Walt Whitman loved it. Commodore Matthew Perry, looking for something “American” with which to entertain his Japanese hosts after they showed him Kabuki, blacked up some of his sailors and put on a minstrel act. Admiring progressive thinkers like Margaret Fuller saw “Jump Jim Crow” as evidence that “all symptoms of invention” in American culture were “confined to the African race.”

Meanwhile black leaders like Frederick Douglass uttered criticisms that would take decades, if not a century, for most Americans to hear, calling minstrels “the filthy scum of white society, who have stolen from us a complexion denied to them by nature, in which to make money, and pander to the corrupt taste of their fellow white citizens.”

All young Sam Clemens knew, however, was that the churchgoing men and women of Hannibal weren’t going, and that whiff of scandal was good enough for him.

If this minstrel show was like others from the time, there was no curtain, as though the show was continuous with everyday life. The minstrels emerged from stage side, instruments in hand, and greeted the audience like old friends.

Burnt cork was cheap, a how-to guide assures us: you could buy enough for a troupe of eight for dimes, and it washed off easily. Champagne corks, if you could find them, were best. There were two “end men,” who sat at either end of the stage: Tambo and Bones, maybe Banjo and Bones. They spoke in the deepest dialect and did the most clowning. In the middle sat the “interlocutor,” or middleman, who spoke something like formal English and usually wore some combination of clothing and makeup that made him seem “white.” It was a parody of “high and citified society,” Twain would write later, and it fooled many of the “innocent villagers.”

Banjo and Bones were hard to settle: “Gentlemen, be seated,” the interlocutor would often tell them, to a kind of fanfare of horns and drums. They mock-argued onstage, supposedly “happy” imitations of the way blacks actually argued. “A delightful jangle of assertion and contradiction,” Twain wrote later, that rose to “impressive threats.” They told toneless pun after toneless pun, jumped hard on bad punch lines: “What plant is most fatal to mice?” “The cat-nip.”

They told Why-did-the-chicken-cross-the-road jokes; they invented them, in fact. They dressed in drag: a pair of comically big feet poking out from underneath frilly petticoats signaled the uproarious reveal. They muddied Shakespeare: “Take any other shape but that,” would say Macbeth, fearful of Banquo’s ghost, to which “Anthony” would respond, “I neber took a sheep in my life.” They performed stump speeches, mock orations that butchered the official political speech of the day:

“When in de course ob human events . . .”

And then, amazingly, began to offer a glimpse of black political preference:

“it becomes actually and really necessary for de colored portion ob dis community fur to go in and look out for demselves—”

before abruptly stopping, a dream deferred:

“Ain’t I right, eh?”

There was often a frightening physicality to the evening, something like the spectral air of zombie and horror that often hangs over contemporary pop performances, or the creep many grown men and women feel when they see a clown in full makeup. (The modern clown’s makeup, like the white gloves on Mickey Mouse, Sonic the Hedgehog, and Mario, is a minstrel show leftover.) The blacking up wasn’t casual, and evolved over time: the earliest minstrels, it appears, applied makeup lightly, looking much like themselves with skin modulated to a darker but not uniform hue. As minstrelsy acquired a more markedly racist character, however, the performers would use cork or grease or shoe polish so that everyone looked hauntingly alike, and so the whites of their eyes picked up the footlights and glittered eerily. Soon they painted their mouths and lips white, too, sometimes broad and red, so that the very idea of “mouth” took on a furtive, desperate life of its own.

They wore motley, baggy clothing covered in colorful patches, a kind of emblematic slave garment. It was a parody of what couldn’t be parodied, as Twain noted: buttons, for instance, each as big as a “blacking box.” And within those oversized, colorful rags, legs and arms struck overlong, antiestablishment postures. The minstrels couldn’t keep still but, even when sitting, moved and moved, the kind of endless, jerking motion that we would recognize today in the restless dances of teenagers.

They played extraordinary instruments of low origin: bones and tambourine (of course), fiddle and banjo. The bones were real sawed-off horse ribs that contributed to what one minstrel proudly called a “horrible noise.” The tambourine was not a modern tambourine but a bigger Irish drum that gave each song a bottom and still jangled. Fiddle, banjo, nothing well tuned: the band scratched and wheezed and rang, craftily underplaying.

Perhaps they danced, and if they danced, they might have danced “Jump Jim Crow,” the dance that Rice had made into a national sensation. “I wheel about / I turn about / I do just so,” the minstrel sang as he spun on the axis of one foot placed behind himself. We call this the “wheel step” now: Michael Jackson did it, as did M. C. Hammer, and Mick Jagger, and countless other modern performers.

Probably, some early minstrels had worked at their imitations of black culture. They were troupers, rehearsed seriously. They announced their “authenticity” like researchers. They did not regard black America as monolithic. Songs and dances had regional sources, and dialects varied. Some came from places where blacks and whites lived together; some didn’t. Songs were transcribed from their black sources, fashioned, adapted, blended as the minstrels wanted. Or they were transcribed from their Irish sources, their Central European sources, their roots in symphonic music, and then Americanized with dialects, black characters: the song “When the Niggars in Virginia,” an 1854 playbill tells us, is sung to the tune of “When the fair land of Poland.”

Sometimes, rebellion bled through: T. D. Rice penned and produced a version of Othello with a happy ending in which Desdemona lives and enters into a biracial marriage with the Moor prince, and their child, one cheek black, one white, parades before the audience at the close. More often, though, minstrels invited their audiences to regard slavery as entertainment and being a second-class citizen as sly, cracked fun. At this point in time, the minstrel shows really didn’t have much use for nostalgic representations of slavery. They didn’t yet have their rural black figure set in stone, although they were working on it. But they had the free black, often called “Zip Coon,” or even “Cool White,” and he was plenty: raunchy, citified, too bold sometimes but careful, too, his words coded with strategies for speaking your mind in a way invisible to your masters or your bosses.

They sang songs that remain with us, that we love to have our children sing in their third-grade music classes, the dialects dropped, a few suave deletions burying the nineteenth century. “Jingle Bells” began life as “The Darkey Sleighing Party,” “Turkey in the Straw” as “Zip Coon,” “Camptown Races” as a Yoruba lullaby transformed, very possibly, into a song about prostitution. Stephen Foster himself tried to scrub the dialect and slurs from songs like “Oh! Susanna,” although it would take subsequent generations to cut out the surreal and violent second verse, in which “five hundred Nigga” are electrocuted for no particular reason.

Sometimes, they sang about sex:

My Susy looms it bery tall

Wid udder like a cow

She’d give nine quarts easy

But white gals don’t know how.

Sometimes, they sang about drinking like it was sex, and not always heterosexual sex:

I kiss him two three time

And den I suck him dry

Dat jug, he’s none but mine.

Usually the minstrels sang about how good their masters were to them:

Old Massa to us darkies am good

Tra la la, tra la la

For he gibs us our clothes

and he gibs us our food . . .

But sometimes they sang about putting their masters six feet under:

My ole massa dead and gone,

A dose of poison help him on

De debul say he funeral song.

They sang about the unconditional pleasures of entertaining white audiences:

We live on excitement, we’re bound to hab our fun,

Dars nofin’ old dat pleases ’cept de risin’ ob de sun,

So we’ll kick up a rumpus and gib our tongues a run,

For we’ll gib de white folks a concert.

And sometimes they sang about how whites should go away:

An I caution all white dandies,

Not to come in my way,

For if dey insult me,

Dey’ll in de gutter lay.

And sometimes they sang in code:

A Bull frog dress’d sogers close,

Went in de field to shoot some crows;

De crows smell powder and fly away,

De Bull frog mighty mad dat day.

When the time came to replay his childhood in fiction, Twain would include the minstrel show as a high point: in Tom Sawyer, Tom and his friends are so caught up in the “sensation” that they black up themselves and put on a show. And when the time came to reflect on the show in his own voice, he usually spoke with undisguised affection: it was the “show which to me had no peer, and whose peer has not yet arrived.” But what did he see, really see, that evening? And what stayed with him?

He probably knew the codes, if those minstrels offered them. If he had been paying attention when Daniel Quarles told stories about rabbits outwitting foxes, he recognized that those stories about prey animals outsmarting predators were full of messages for black and white children about the politics playing out right in front of them.

He probably knew the songs, but he had never seen them performed like that. And he had probably never seen the dancing, either. He liked black men and women more than most white men and women he knew—his solitary infatuation with “Negro Jerry,” the greatest orator in the United States, certainly pointed in this direction—and saw this as a public acknowledgment that their culture mattered, as Margaret Fuller did. But he liked slavery, too—at least at this time—and minstrelsy’s accents and cues of white racial superiority would have fallen on sympathetic ears tuned to hear them.

He could see that there was a big difference between the applause and fortune these minstrels received and the jail sentence that abolitionists received—that there was a safe way to identify with blacks, and a dangerous way.

And he could see, too, that white boys could speak through black voices, could say what was on their minds through a kind of veil. He would forever associate blacks with freedom, and with youth. He also saw that blacks could be used—just not as slaves, not for the sweat of their brows. He saw that you could play with race: you could produce blackness. And you could make money making blackness.

He thought the minstrels were “accurate,” too—that the blackness they made matched something real and recognizable. That would make a big difference to the Twain-to-come that believed in the pitch-perfect imitation. But he told correspondents in later years that “the so-called ‘negro minstrels’ simply mis-represent.” That this line of thinking contradicted the previous line of thinking was something he didn’t see—or did, but loved both authenticity and imitation too much to choose.

He also decided that most people didn’t understand all these things. He knew those were white men masquerading; he even knew the “interlocutor” was playing a “white person.” But the audience didn’t seem to know. The “innocent villagers” thought it was the “real thing,” he emphasized. Or they noticed and Twain buried the fact that they noticed. And that, too, would make a big difference in the Twain-to-come, the part of him that believed that most Americans were so committed to their illusions that no amount of reality could persuade them otherwise.
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