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TO

Calvin H. Higbie,

of California,

An Honest Man, a Genial Comrade, and a

Steadfast Friend,

THIS BOOK IS INSCRIBED

By the Author

In Memory of the Curious Time

When We Two

Were Millionaires for Ten Days


PREFATORY
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THIS book is merely a personal narrative, and not a pretentious history or a philosophical dissertation. It is a record of several years of variegated vagabondizing, and its object is rather to help the resting reader while away an idle hour than afflict him with metaphysics, or goad him with science. Still, there is information in the volume; information concerning an interesting episode in the history of the Far West, about which no books have been written by persons who were on the ground in person and saw the happenings of the time with their own eyes. I allude to the rise, growth, and culmination of the silver-mining fever in Nevada—a curious episode, in some respects; the only one, of its peculiar kind, that has occurred in the land; and the only one, indeed, that is likely to occur in it.

Yes, take it all around, there is quite a good deal of information in the book. I regret this very much; but really it could not be helped: information appears to stew out of me naturally, like the precious ottar of roses out of the otter. Sometimes it has seemed to me that I would give worlds if I could retain my facts; but it cannot be. The more I calk up the sources, and the tighter I get, the more I leak wisdom. Therefore, I can only claim indulgence at the hands of the reader, not justification.

THE AUTHOR


INTRODUCTION
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Samuel Langhorne Clemens was an unusually well-seasoned twenty-five-year-old young man in 1861, the year he boarded an overland stage with his brother Orion for the fifteen-hundred-mile journey from St. Joseph, Missouri, to Carson City, Nevada. By the time of his departure in July of that year, Clemens could already look back on nearly ten years of itinerant experience in print rooms and newspaper offices in river towns along the Mississippi and throughout the East. At just fifteen years of age, in 1851, he had made his first brash appearance in print, contributing “filler” items to Orion’s Hannibal Western Union. Two years later his irreverent sketches had begun appearing in major newspapers and comic weeklies, like the Philadelphia American Courier and Boston’s Carpet Bag. In January 1856, just twenty years old, Clemens had stepped to the podium to deliver his first public lecture to fellow printers at a convention in Keokuk, Iowa. His apprenticeship as a professional riverboat pilot from 1857 to 1859, followed by an abbreviated piloting career and a brief stint in the Confederate army, had provided the finishing touches to an education that was as rich in experience as it was lacking in conventional instruction. The ex-printer, ex-pilot, ex-soldier who embarked from St. Joseph in July 1861 to try his luck in the silver country of Nevada was anything but a greenhorn.

The narrator of Mark Twain’s ostensibly autobiographical account of this sojourn in the Far West is a different creature altogether. “I was young and ignorant,” he announces on Roughing It’s first page. “I never had been away from home, and that word ‘travel’ had a seductive charm for me.” With adolescent dreams of adventure, fame, and fortune racing through his head, the narrator nestles comfortably amid sacks of westbound mail, as the “swinging and swaying stage” flies across the prairie like “an imposing cradle on wheels.” Maturity comes slowly to the infantile adventurer. When the Clemens brothers reach Salt Lake City, Brigham Young places his hand on the narrator’s brow and remarks to Orion: “Ah—your child, I presume? Boy or girl?”

The radical innocence of Roughing It’s narrative persona establishes the basic joke that churns along with remarkable vitality for nearly six hundred pages of the American Publishing Company’s 1872 edition. Everything in Mark Twain’s western landscape is unfamiliar to the tenderfoot, and nothing conforms to his naive expectations. Arriving at the edge of an alkali desert west of Salt Lake City, he croons: “This was fine—novel—romantic—dramatically adventurous—this, indeed, was worth living for, worth traveling for!” But an hour under the August sun leaves the travelers “ashamed that we had ‘gushed’ so,” for “the poetry was all in the anticipation—there is none in the reality.”

The narrator recycles this story of naive expectations dashed against the hard surface of reality in episode after episode, constantly returning to the fundamental premise that—as he puts it in a chapter on the hardships of mining—“all that glitters is not gold.” Indeed, the repetition of this comic formula would quickly become tiresome were it not for the fact that a kind of poetry does grow out of the narrator’s disillusionment. Having learned the hard way that “reality” bears no relation to his bookish romantic assumptions, the tenderfooted traveler goes on to describe the alkali desert in an extraordinary burst of figurative language:

Imagine a vast waveless ocean stricken dead and turned to ashes; imagine this solemn waste tufted with ash-dusted sage bushes; . . . imagine a coach, creeping like a bug through the midst of this shoreless level, and sending up tumbled volumes of dust as if it were a bug that went by steam; imagine this aching monotony of toiling and ploughing kept up hour after hour, and the shore still as far away as ever, apparently; . . . imagine ash-drifts roosting above moustaches and eyebrows like snow accumulations on boughs and bushes. This is the reality of it.

Clichés abound in this labored attempt to distinguish the “reality” of the western landscape from the mere “poetry” of appearances and expectations, but readers may also notice traces of Mark Twain’s finest style emerging in the muscular, perversely appropriate, and graphically arresting images that pepper the narrator’s description. Indeed, elements of his elaborate account—strong alliterative groupings, paratactic sentence structure, uncanny juxtapositions, the abstract steamboat metaphor—anticipate the narrative voice of Huckleberry Finn, another innocent traveler in a violent and unpredictable landscape. Like the narrator of Roughing It, Huck employs a darkly figurative idiom, almost gothic in its extravagance but always closely attentive to visual reality, as when he describes a steamboat bearing down on the raft as “a black cloud with rows of glow-worms around it, . . . big and scary, with a long row of wide-open furnace doors shining like red-hot teeth.” Adventures of Huckleberry Finn would not appear for almost another fifteen years, but the descriptive style and comic structure of Twain’s masterpiece are already evident in the antipoetic poetry of Roughing It.

Mark Twain broke new literary ground with his uproariously funny account of the frontier, but the joke that fuels the engine of his western book was by no means original. In 1853, Alonso Delano’s Pen Knife Sketches had begun to popularize a style of humor that came to be associated with California and the West, a style that hinged on the stark contrast between naive expectations about western life and exaggerated accounts of abject poverty and hardship on the frontier. Delano’s tale “The Greenhorn” described the arrival in California of a zealous young fortune hunter from the East, full of the same dreams of opportunity and adventure that lure the child-like narrator of Roughing It from his Missouri home. In Delano’s version of this well-worn story, the greenhorn is sorely disillusioned when his experience in the mines leaves him richer only in the knowledge that “all is not gold that glitters.”

Other members of the “Western School”—as the New York Tribune dubbed a group of writers including John Phoenix, J. Ross Browne, Artemus Ward, and Bret Harte, among others—anticipated Twain’s interpretation of the West just as succinctly. The narrator of Browne’s burlesque travelogue Adventures in Apache Country (1869) describes himself as a modern-day Don Quixote, eager to retrace the steps of the early conquistadors, that “splendid set of marauders—so fired with chivalry, lust, and fanaticism.” Having consumed a steady diet of romantic fiction about the West, Browne’s narrator declares that

the very name of “Arizuma” [Arizona] was fraught with the rarest charms of romance. Here it was that gold and silver existed in virgin masses; here were races of highly-civilized Indians and beautiful women, fair as alabaster, living an Arcadian life.

The punch line arrives predictably enough when hard experience dispels the “mists of fancy” that cloud the narrator’s vision, revealing a harsh southwestern landscape and a bitter economic reality.

With such precedents already saturating public interest in the literary West, Clemens had every reason to worry, as he explained in a letter to his wife, Olivia, that the frontier had become a “hackneyed” literary subject by the time his manuscript was ready for the printers in late 1871. Nevertheless, Roughing It stunned readers with its fresh and audacious spirit, elevating Twain overnight to the forefront of the Western School and cementing his reputation as the most popular writer in America. The West had been “done” before by writers better known in their day than Mark Twain, but Roughing It touched a nerve, or a funny bone, in the American psyche, and—while its proper names and places have lost some of their contemporary interest—the book continues to exert a curious hold on our collective understanding of the American West. A question worth asking is, why?

Certainly one explanation for the power and durability that have allowed Roughing It to outlive any of its western rivals lies in Twain’s remarkable gift for characterization. Numerous writers and lecturers had developed essentially the same material, according to the same comic conventions, but only Mark Twain could have conceived of characters like Jim Blaine, Scotty Briggs, General Buncombe, Mr. Ballou, and dozens of others. Each of these minor figures speaks a uniquely colorful slang, and Twain’s masterful ear captures every nuance and variation. The narrator encounters the first of many verbal prodigies on the overland stage when he comments to a seemingly quiet young woman about the abundance of mosquitoes on the prairie. “You bet,” she answers briskly, before launching into a breathless vernacular soliloquy. According to the narrator,

the fountains of her great deep were broken up, and she rained the nine parts of speech forty days and forty nights, metaphorically speaking, and buried us under a . . . deluge of trivial gossip that left not a crag or a pinnacle of rejoinder projecting above the tossing waste of dislocated grammar and decomposed pronunciation!

The narrator must endure actual floods, snowstorms, and other natural calamities in the course of his initiation to the western landscape, but it is really this “deluge” of rich and spicy talk that distinguishes his experience from that of the many other literary greenhorns who had traveled the same ground before. As part of his twenty-five-pound baggage allowance, the narrator lugs “six pounds of Unabridged Dictionary” across the overland route, but this tome proves largely superfluous when his Washoe neighbors expose the tenderfoot to a vocabulary unknown to Noah Webster. Weaving together the argot of the gambling table, the bowling alley, the barroom, and the pocket mine, Scotty Briggs eulogizes his lost “pard,” Buck Fanshaw, with expressions like “cheese it,” “on the shoot,” “on the shoulder,” “jerk a little chin music,” “gospel-sharp,” “passed his checks,” “I don’t smoke you,” and “you’ve got the bulge on me.” Jim Blaine, another artful talker, entertains the narrator and his friends with the story of his grandfather’s old ram, a meandering yarn that never addresses its purported subject. With its hilariously irrelevant digressions and insane transitions, Blaine’s drunken monologue perfectly embodies Twain’s conception of “the humorous story,” which—unlike the “witty story”—“may wander around as much as it pleases,” “bubbling gently along,” arriving “nowhere in particular.” The narrator desperately seeks his fortune in silver, but these speakers and their rich dialects are the real discovery of his western years, and their incessant talk proves a more valuable resource than the elusive ore contained in the hills around Virginia City.

A second explanation for the durability of Mark Twain’s western book may lie in its curious resemblance to a work of fiction. There is no question that in 1870, when he made the decision to “do up Nevada & Cal.” in a new book, Clemens intended to compile a quasi-journalistic work of humorous travelogue, something along the lines of his sensationally popular first book, The Innocents Abroad, which had been published the previous year. But his memories of life in the West from 1861 to 1865 were no longer fresh in his mind, and many of the experiences that might have informed a work of comic journalism had grown hopelessly dim. He toyed with the idea of a research trip to the West Coast, but decided instead to rely on Orion’s journal and a box of clippings from the Virginia City Territorial Enterprise to fill the considerable gaps in his recollection of the overland trip and subsequent adventures in the silver country. Somewhat daunted by the challenge before him, he appealed to Orion on July 15, 1870, almost exactly nine years after boarding the stage for Carson City: “Do you remember any of the scenes, names, incidents or adventures of the coach trip . . . for I remember next to nothing about the matter?”

Ironically, this lack of immediate experience forced the one-time journalist to develop other resources as a writer. The most important of these developments is the persona of the narrator himself, a fictional character whose psychological complexity far exceeds that of the cynical reporter-at-large who chronicles the journey of the Quaker City in The Innocents Abroad. The narrator of Roughing It may begin his journey as a pampered infant, rocking across the plains in a makeshift cradle, but his rough experience soon produces an incongruous blend of gentility and ruffianism. Signs of rupture in the narrator’s personality generate a familiar brand of comedy, of course, as false expectations bounce up against hard experience, but Roughing It is unique among Mark Twain’s early works—and among books of western humor generally—for its exploration of the psychological dimension of this conflict. Indeed, Clemens was fascinated with the concept of multiple personalities and had already penned a crude sketch about Siamese twins, in which the presence of two individuals within a single body generates an intriguing set of slapstick consequences. Awkwardly blending his genteel assumptions with harsh experience of the frontier, the narrator of Roughing It becomes something like a Siamese twin himself, a figure marked by doubleness and contradiction, as the author implies in a telling moment of self-analysis. Staring into “a small old-fashioned looking-glass frame, with two little fragments of the original mirror lodged down in one corner of it,” the narrator describes his physical image in terms that apply equally well to the emerging rift in his personality, noting that the cracked mirror “provided a pleasant double-barreled portrait of you when you looked into it, with one half of your head set up a couple of inches above the other half.”

Roughing It is not a psychological novel, and it would be a mistake to locate the book’s curious power in such isolated moments of comic introspection, but the narrator’s “double-barreled portrait” introduces a psychological principle that becomes more pronounced with every westward mile he travels. Not only the people he meets, but the jackrabbits, coyotes, horses, and other animals that inhabit the prairie landscape are animated by a miraculous doubleness, their shabby appearances merely concealing a hidden prowess in the art of survival. Perhaps the most extreme case of twinship and the book’s most extended psychological portrait appears in the chapters on Slade, the legendary outlaw who—depending on his level of intoxication—might impress strangers either as “a kind husband, a most hospitable host and a courteous gentleman,” or as “a fiend incarnate.” The narrator’s journey west into a land of mythical potential and genuine hardship exacerbates this fundamental dualism in himself, drawing his genteel manner into conflict with a violent social and physical reality, transforming in the process Mark Twain’s ostensible comic travelogue into something much more like a study of fictional character and environment.

While it may seem obvious to readers today that the narrator’s journey of self-discovery in an uncertain landscape bears some of the qualities of fiction or mythology, Sam Clemens had nothing of the sort in mind when he sat down at his Buffalo, New York writing desk to “rub up old Pacific memories & put them between covers along with some eloquent pictures.” His journalistic forays across Europe and the Holy Land had already produced the most popular travelogue in American publishing history, and he began work on Roughing It intending to duplicate the formula that had made The Innocents Abroad such a phenomenal success. It had taken him only a few months to put his foreign travel correspondence together in the form of a book during the spring and summer of 1868, and within a year he had begun to reap astonishing pecuniary rewards for his labor. Convinced that book writing, as opposed to lecturing and journalism, represented a lucrative and almost effortless means of marketing his work, he informed his close friend Mary Fairbanks in January 1870 that he intended to write another book “during the summer,” presumably a sequel. With that end in mind, Clemens and Livy toyed with the idea of a honeymoon in England, where Sam felt he could gather material for a “telling book” on British customs and institutions. Meanwhile, Elisha Bliss—who was also reaping huge profits as the publisher of The Innocents Abroad—tried to convince his star author to make another tour of Europe in preparation for a follow-up volume.

By May 1870, Clemens had tentatively settled on the West as the subject of his next book. He wrote to Mary Fairbanks: “Well, I guess we shall have to go with you to California in the Spring, for the publishers are getting right impatient to see another book on the stocks.” Six weeks later, he had apparently decided to make do without the proposed journey, for on July 15 he contracted to write a six-hundred-page book for Bliss’s American Publishing Company, the manuscript to be delivered on January 1, 1871, only five-and-a-half months away. Later the same day, Clemens wrote to Orion, asking for notes, clippings, scrapbooks, and other sources of information that might help him dredge up memories of their years in the West. Orion sent a file of clippings from the Virginia City Territorial Enterprise, which Sam intended to stitch together with Orion’s and his own recollections in the form of a quasi-travel narrative and sketchbook. If that strategy failed to produce enough material to fill the 1,800 manuscript pages necessary for a 600-page subscription book, he felt sure there were enough miscellaneous items on his writing desk to make a book “any time you want it,” as he boldly promised Bliss. The western material looked promising, yet as a matter of precaution Clemens left the question of subject matter out of his contractual agreement with the American Publishing Company, confiding to Orion that “the subject . . . is a secret because I may possibly change it.” Brimming with confidence, he described his successful negotiations to his mother on July 27, noting that he planned to begin writing “about a month from now,” at the end of August. He was convinced the job would take no more than four months.

That projection would have been optimistic under the best of circumstances, and the Clemens family did not enjoy the best of circumstances during the fall and winter of 1870–71. On August 6 Livy’s father, Jervis Langdon, died in Elmira, New York after a long illness, bringing an abrupt end to the newlywed couple’s happy period of nesting in Buffalo. Sam found time to begin work on his western book later that month, but his father-in-law’s untimely demise proved to be only the first in a series of catastrophic distractions. Early in September, a childhood friend of Livy’s, Emma Nye, visited the Clemens Buffalo home and was promptly stricken with typhoid. “Miss Emma Nye lingered a month with typhoid fever,” he wrote soberly to Mary Fairbanks, “& died here in our own bedroom on the 29th of Sept.” Livy, who was still suffering acutely over the loss of her father when Emma Nye arrived, exhausted herself in caring for her friend and collapsed under the strain at the end of September. Not only her pregnancy but her life seemed in jeopardy as October arrived. Years later Clemens remembered Emma Nye’s last days as “among the blackest, the gloomiest, the most wretched of my long life.”

Despite the ongoing commotion, Twain may have plugged along “tolerably fairly on the book” in September and early October, as he told Bliss, but all work came to an end when Livy gave birth prematurely to a son, Langdon, on November 7, 1870. Their dainty Buffalo mansion having served as a hospital for two months now, he catalogued his staggering medical expenses in a desperate letter to Orion, concluding with a terse summary of affairs: “I am sitting still with my hands idle—for Livy is very sick & I do not believe the baby will live five days.” With two months left in which to deliver the book to Bliss, he had written about eight chapters, perhaps 180 out of the necessary 1,800 manuscript pages, and further progress looked doubtful for the moment.

Livy’s health remained tenuous through the end of the year and took a decisive turn for the worse at the end of January, when she herself was diagnosed with typhoid. Perhaps as a way of distracting himself from the bleak domestic scene and of avoiding his principal literary obligation to Bliss, Clemens whiled away much of the winter dreaming up extravagant new ventures, like a proposed book of travel and adventure in the diamond fields of South Africa. After securing a fifteen-hundred-dollar advance from the American Publishing Company for this misbegotten enterprise, he pushed Bliss to begin “canvassing like mad” for a collection of Mark Twain’s Sketches, which he hoped to publish by spring. At the same time he was casting his net elsewhere, contracting with Isaac Sheldon of the Galaxy to produce a new pamphlet entitled Mark Twain’s (Burlesque) Autobiography and First Romance.

None of these impulsive projects succeeded—or, more accurately, they succeeded for a time in diverting his attention from the unwritten western book, but failed to replace it. The forgettable burlesque autobiography received chilly reviews when it appeared in March, and Bliss succeeded in discouraging Clemens from moving forward on the sketchbook, which finally appeared in 1875 as Sketches, New and Old. The diamond-mine venture ended tragically when John Henry Riley, Clemens’s surrogate fact finder, died of cancer in 1872, shortly after his return from South Africa. His letters, which Clemens was to have reworked into a book that would “sweep the world like a besom of destruction,” languished on Clemens’s writing desk until the project was entirely dropped later the same year. As spring arrived in 1871, both Livy and the baby appeared likely to pull through, but the fate of the western book, now almost a year old and still barely under way, looked ominous.

Fearful that his career was in an irreversible tailspin, Clemens packed his family’s belongings, put the house up for sale, sold his stake in the BuffaloExpress, and pinned his creative hopes on a change of scenery. After the euphoric spring of 1870, Buffalo had become the scene of constant personal misfortunes and literary disappointments, and Sam seemed almost superstitious about escaping in order to start over in a new place. Hartford was their ultimate destination, but the family planned to spend the summer at the Langdon home in Elmira, where Clemens intended to jump-start his stalled manuscript. Ironically, the traumatic winter in Buffalo had begun to make work on Roughing It look like a release from other cares. After hampering himself for months with fruitless writing projects, he informed Bliss in his last letter from Buffalo: “I want to get clear away from all hamperings, all harassments. I am going to shut myself up in a farm-house alone, on top of an Elmira hill, & write—on my book.” The next day, March 18, 1871, he loaded his wife onto a mattress—she was still too weak to make the five-hour journey any other way—and boarded his family onto the train for Elmira.

For the next three and a half months, Sam Clemens enjoyed one of those unexplainable bursts of creativity that visited him intermittently throughout his career, often after periods of prolonged idleness. By the end of April, after only about five weeks in Elmira, he had already doubled the output of the previous year, working his way up to approximately chapter 25. The Langdons’ cottage at Quarry Farm, two-and-a-half miles from the family home on Main Street, provided an ideal retreat, where, after so many months of inactivity, Clemens found it possible to rattle off as many as 200 manuscript pages per week. In mid-April he was joined at Quarry Farm by an old friend from his days at the Virginia City Territorial Enterprise, Joe Goodman, who had come East in Mark Twain’s wake to embark on a literary career of his own. Goodman’s praise for the working manuscript and recollections of Washoe journalism helped to revive Clemens’s interest in the book, with the result that by May 15 he was once again brimming with confidence, informing Bliss that: “I am writing with a red-hot interest. Nothing grieves me now—nothing troubles me, bothers me or gets my attention—I don’t think of anything but the book. . . . It will be a bully book.”

Giddy with pleasure over his ability to write again, he scratched out an impromptu dedication for the book at the end of his May 15 letter to Bliss. Though he later replaced it with the more demure tribute to Calvin Higbie, the unpublished version is worth quoting as an indication of Mark Twain’s gleeful state of mind during the wonderfully productive summer of 1871:

To the Late Cain,

This Book is Dedicated:

Not on account of respect for his memory, for it merits little respect; not on account of sympathy with him, for his bloody deed placed him without the pale of sympathy, strictly speaking: but out of a mere humane commiseration for him in that it was his misfortune to live in a dark age that knew not the beneficent Insanity Plea.

The irreverence that had made Mark Twain famous was once again running high, so high in fact that by early June he was hatching plans to go back out on the lecture circuit during the fall and winter. As June came to an end and his “red-hot interest” in the western book began to cool, he informed Orion that he had before him fifty-six completed chapters and, by his own reckoning, “nearly MS enough” to make a book.

That estimate was based on his plan to tack a large section of previously published material, ultimately eighteen chapters, onto the end of his western adventures, a strategy that would allow him, he hoped, to cut out half or most of the overland section. In 1866 Clemens had sailed to the Sandwich Islands, present-day Hawaii, as a traveling correspondent for the SacramentoUnion, and he now saw an opportunity to fill out the Roughing It manuscript by revising his Union letters according to the same principle he had used in preparing his San FranciscoDaily Alta California letters for publication in The Innocents Abroad. His calculations were off, as it turned out, and most readers consider it fortunate that the superfluous final eighteen chapters did not provide enough material to crowd out the overland episode.

Clemens was busily reading page proof between lecture stops toward the end of the year when Bliss frantically informed him that the manuscript, including the Sandwich Islands section, was still too short, having come back from the typesetter at 570 pages instead of “between 600 and 700 Octavo pages,” as the prospectus promised. This latest calamity resulted in the hurried compilation of the book’s three appendixes, pasted together from bits of discarded material and miscellaneous news items that were tacked on to the already tacked-on concluding section as a way to ensure the satisfaction of customers. With the increasingly haphazard collage now rounding out to a reasonably bulky 591 pages, Bliss agreed to start printing, though he was careful to distribute a revised prospectus, specifying that Mark Twain’s new volume included “nearly 600 Octavo pages.”

In order to discourage pirated editions, Roughing It was published simultaneously in England and America toward the end of February 1872, and after one year had achieved a phenomenal combined sale of 93,000 copies. George Routledge and Sons issued the English edition, which consisted of two volumes: the first entitled Roughing It (including chapters 1–45 of the American edition), the second entitled The Innocents at Home (including chapters 46–79 and a reprint of the Burlesque Autobiography). Initial reviews in the British press were guarded about Twain’s apparent vulgarity and condescending attitude toward his subject matter. The LondonExaminer found it possible to forgive the author’s indelicate humor on the grounds that “wild, irregular passions . . . are among the very qualities required for semi-civilized regions, such as those that form the scene of Mr. Clemens’ [book],” but in offering such qualified forgiveness the reviewer found little to praise. The Manchester Guardian was more blunt, noting that unlike Bret Harte, who “has shown the tender flower of sentiment . . . among the rude and unlovely surroundings of a digger’s camp,” Mark Twain “has contented himself with dwelling on the outside of things.”

American reviewers were more sympathetic, but surprisingly few received a crack at the book. Clemens’s confidence that Roughing It would be a “bully book” had understandably waned during the final stages of “composition,” which involved more pasting and clipping than actual writing. By January 1872, as the book was about to be issued, he had convinced himself that Roughing It “would be considered pretty poor stuff, & that therefore I had better not let the press get a chance at it.” A few negative reviews in the prominent papers and magazines would kill the advance sale of subscriptions, as he well understood, for customers who purchased a book by Mark Twain from one of the hundreds of American Publishing Company canvassers were trading on a name and on high expectations. Expectations for the sequel to The Innocents Abroad were very high, indeed, and in early 1872 Clemens was convinced he had failed to meet them. Thus to avoid disclosing the fact until sales of Roughing It were well established, he held back review copies from all but a few “friends of mine,” like his new neighbor in Hartford, editor of the prominent Hartford Courant, Charles Dudley Warner.

Warner’s review, which appeared in the Courant on March 18, praised the moral underpinnings of Mark Twain’s humor and lauded his use of the authentic “argot” of the mining regions. Twain’s future collaborator on The Gilded Age (1873) concluded with a favorable assessment of the book’s patchwork quality, its unpredictable blend of “queer stories, funny dialogues, strange, comical and dangerous adventures,” all of which combined to produce, in Warner’s view, “the best picture of frontier mining life that has been written.” Clemens must have relished this implicit assertion of his superiority over Bret Harte, whose dialect poems and sketches of mining life had made him the unparalleled leader of the Western School prior to Roughing It’s appearance. On March 20, two days after reading Warner’s review, Clemens wrote to Bliss that he was now “at last easy & comfortable about the new book,” for he had received “sufficient testimony . . . to about satisfy me that the general verdict gives ‘Roughing It’ the preference over ‘Innocents Abroad.’ ”

Another key witness confirmed this testimony two months later, when William Dean Howells’s review appeared in Boston’s starchy Atlantic Monthly at the end of May. Howells had liked The Innocents Abroad, but in Roughing It he recognized traces of a major literary talent. Mark Twain’s best work was still before him, but in Roughing It’s “kaleidoscopic succession” of images, personalities, and events, Howells discerned the expansive imagination of a writer he would later deem “the Lincoln of our literature.” His review touched many of the same points as Warner’s, but with keener appreciation:

The grotesque exaggeration and broad irony with which the life [of the West] is described are conjecturably the truest colors that could have been used, for all existence there must have looked like an extravagant joke, the humor of which was only deepened by the nether-side of tragedy. . . . A thousand anecdotes, relevant and irrelevant, embroider the work; excursions and digressions of all kinds are the very woof of it, as it were; everything far-fetched or near at hand is interwoven, and yet the complex is a sort of “harmony of colors” which is not less than triumphant.

Howells’s stamp of approval carried wide cultural authority, as Clemens clearly understood when he responded appreciatively in a letter that has become famous for its vivid representation of the author’s troubled relationship to his book. He told Howells that, after reading the Atlantic review, he felt “as uplifted & reassured by it as a mother who has given birth to a white baby when she was awfully afraid it was going to be a mulatto.” When Louise Chandler Moulton of the New YorkTribune chimed in with another favorable notice, Twain employed a slightly cooler version of the same metaphor in his letter of thanks: “I am content, now that the book has been praised in the Tribune—& so I thank you with all that honest glow of gratitude that comes into a mother’s eyes when a stranger praises her child.” Roughing It, the problem child of Mark Twain’s imagination, had indeed landed on its feet and appeared destined to enjoy a long and successful run.

At the end of his letter to Louise Moulton, Clemens complained that his new book had attracted “not the slightest mention” in the press, and he blamed Bliss for failing to send review copies to the newspapers. Clearly this was a dodge, for it had been Clemens’s decision to withhold the book from reviewers on the assumption that Roughing It would be considered “pretty poor stuff.” The reviews by Howells and Moulton confirmed his growing suspicion that he had written a critical and popular hit, and as spring arrived he scrambled to get the book noticed in print, deflecting blame for the mishandling of review copies onto Bliss in what would become a pattern of vindictive and evasive behavior toward his publishers. A few papers fell in line by printing late reviews, and many carried excerpts from the book, but Clemens’s early misgivings about the quality of Roughing It cost him valuable publicity. Privately, at least, he accepted part of the blame, confessing in a letter to Bliss: “I believe I have learned, now, that if one don’t secure publicity & notoriety for a book the instant it is issued, no amount of hard work & faithful advertising can accomplish it later on.”

This belated insight was borne out by the book’s tumultuous sales history. Six months after publication, when Bliss finally caught up with the massive list of back orders in June, 67,395 copies had been sold, almost exactly matching the entire first year’s sales total for The Innocent’s Abroad. But Roughing It’s strong early sales figures dropped off in July, when merely 2,645 copies were bound for distribution. The trend continued through the end of 1872, leaving the American edition’s total annual sale at 75,178—an impressive figure by any reckoning—almost all of which, however, had come during the first six months. With The Innocents Abroad still selling well after four years in print, Roughing It, true to its boom-or-bust theme, had enjoyed a magnificent but short-lived popularity.

Modern critical assessments of Mark Twain’s western book generally take sides along the Brooks/De Voto fault line that runs throughout critical debate on the author’s life and career. In his influential 1920 study The Ordeal of Mark Twain, Van Wyck Brooks argued that Clemens’s monumental natural talent was stunted and corrupted by his participation in a materialistic frontier culture, where the pursuit of immediate gratification precluded any appreciation for art. Humor thus became the perverted expression of Mark Twain’s incipient genius, a poor substitute in Brooks’s view for the sort of literary greatness he might have achieved in an environment more conducive to his artistic sensibilities. For Brooks, Roughing It was both a chronicle of Mark Twain’s disastrous embrace of frontier values and a demonstration of his own point that, as a writer, Twain sold out his enormous talent in order to turn a quick profit. Parochial as this view seems, with its blatant dismissal of all things western, Brooks articulated a powerful interpretation of Mark Twain’s career, and his persuasive argument still resounds in the work of more recent critics who share his impatience with Roughing It’s haphazard construction and tiresome padding.

Brooks’s important study inspired a rebuttal by Bernard De Voto, who wrote Mark Twain’s America (1932) to prove that the rough-and-tumble frontier actually nourished the country’s first distinctly American literary voice. Turning Brooks’s argument on its head, De Voto claimed that Mark Twain’s chance-taking, high-velocity, mammon-loving existence in the West encouraged all the best tendencies in his literary development, which might have proceeded along more conventional lines and achieved more conventional results had he grown up in one of the cultural centers of Europe or New England. For De Voto, Roughing It was the inspired story of Mark Twain’s and America’s coming of age, a brilliant representation of frontier life in all its unpredictable, chaotic splendor. Howells had articulated a similar position, noting that Roughing It’s lack of coherence produced a “harmony of colors which is not less than triumphant,” and critics who admire the book have been devising similarly ingenious means of praising its structural discontinuities ever since.

Debate about Mark Twain’s western book persists, yet admirers and detractors generally agree that Roughing It marks a crucial phase in the author’s life and literary development. The Innocents Abroad had come into existence almost effortlessly, requiring only a few months of editorial stitching and pruning before its release to a stunned reading public in 1869. When Clemens informed Mary Fairbanks of his intention to spend the summer of 1870 writing a second book, he was clearly hoping to duplicate the feat of the previous year, despite the fact that he no longer possessed a large file of richly humorous letters out of which to make a new book. Roughing It, in other words, was the first of Mark Twain’s works that had to be invented from the ground up, fashioned out of a blend of memory and imagination.

In early 1870, as he celebrated his marriage to Olivia Langdon in the couple’s new home, Mark Twain was a world-famous author who had no idea how to write such a book, and very little inclination to try. With new domestic obligations quelling his perennial wanderlust, the crutch of travel no longer offered itself as an automatic way to supply and organize his humorous material, and so he was forced to cultivate other resources in himself. Dragging his heels the entire way, beset by devastating personal events, he learned that composition of a long narrative requires a good deal of actual work—fifteen months’ worth instead of four, as it turned out—work for which he possessed a remarkable, if halting, aptitude. It wasn’t clear in 1870 what sort of sequel Mark Twain might devise after the triumph of The Innocents Abroad, but all indications suggested that he would continue to excel as a writer of humorous travelogue. Instead, he surprised readers and himself by taking an enormous step in the direction of literary fiction, creating a book that continues to dazzle audiences with the variety of its idioms and the sheer exuberance of its depiction of frontier life.

Henry B. Wonham

University of Oregon



Portions of this introduction have been adapted from the author’s “Afterword” to Roughing It, ed. Shelley Fisher Fishkin (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996).


CHAPTER I

[image: Images]

MY BROTHER HAD just been appointed Secretary of Nevada Territory1—an office of such majesty that it concentrated in itself the duties and dignities of treasurer, comptroller, secretary of state, and acting governor in the governor’s absence. A salary of eighteen hundred dollars a year and the title of “Mr. Secretary” gave to the great position an air of wild and imposing grandeur. I was young and ignorant, and I envied my brother. I coveted his distinction and his financial splendor, but particularly and especially the long, strange journey he was going to make, and the curious new world he was going to explore. He was going to travel! I never had been away from home,2 and that word “travel” had a seductive charm for me. Pretty soon he would be hundreds and hundreds of miles away on the great plains and deserts, and among the mountains of the Far West, and would see buffaloes and Indians, and prairie dogs, and antelopes, and have all kinds of adventures, and maybe get hanged or scalped, and have ever such a fine time, and write home and tell us all about it, and be a hero. And he would see the gold mines and the silver mines, and maybe go about of an afternoon when his work was done, and pick up two or three pailfuls of shining slugs, and nuggets of gold and silver on the hillside. And by and by he would become very rich, and return home by sea, and be able to talk as calmly about San Francisco and the ocean and “the isthmus” as if it was nothing of any consequence to have seen those marvels face to face. What I suffered in contemplating his happiness, pen cannot describe. And so, when he offered me, in cold blood, the sublime position of private secretary under him, it appeared to me that the heavens and the earth passed away,3 and the firmament was rolled together as a scroll! I had nothing more to desire. My contentment was complete. At the end of an hour or two I was ready for the journey. Not much packing up was necessary, because we were going in the overland stage from the Missouri frontier to Nevada, and passengers were only allowed a small quantity of baggage apiece. There was no Pacific railroad in those fine times of ten or twelve years ago—not a single rail of it.

I only proposed to stay in Nevada three months—I had no thought of staying longer than that. I meant to see all I could that was new and strange, and then hurry home to business. I little thought that I would not see the end of that three-month pleasure excursion for six or seven uncommonly long years!

I dreamed all night about Indians, deserts, and silver bars, and in due time, next day, we took shipping at the St. Louis wharf on board a steamboat bound up the Missouri River.

We were six days going from St. Louis to “St. Joe”—a trip that was so dull, and sleepy, and eventless that it has left no more impression on my memory than if its duration had been six minutes instead of that many days. No record is left in my mind, now, concerning it, but a confused jumble of savage-looking snags, which we deliberately walked over with one wheel or the other; and of reefs which we butted and butted, and then retired from and climbed over in some softer place; and of sand bars which we roosted on occasionally, and rested, and then got out our crutches and sparred over. In fact, the boat might almost as well have gone to St. Joe by land, for she was walking most of the time, anyhow—climbing over reefs and clambering over snags patiently and laboriously all day long. The captain said she was a “bully” boat, and all she wanted was more “shear” and a bigger wheel. I thought she wanted a pair of stilts, but I had the deep sagacity not to say so.


CHAPTER II

[image: Images]

THE FIRST THING we did on that glad evening that landed us at St. Joseph was to hunt up the stage office, and pay a hundred and fifty dollars apiece for tickets per overland coach to Carson City, Nevada.

The next morning, bright and early, we took a hasty breakfast and hurried to the starting place. Then an inconvenience presented itself which we had not properly appreciated before, namely, that one cannot make a heavy traveling trunk stand for twenty-five pounds of baggage—because it weighs a good deal more. But that was all we could take—twenty-five pounds each. So we had to snatch our trunks open and make a selection in a good deal of a hurry. We put our lawful twenty-five pounds apiece all in one valise, and shipped the trunks back to St. Louis again. It was a sad parting, for now we had no swallow-tail coats and white kid gloves to wear at Pawnee receptions in the Rocky Mountains, and no stovepipe hats nor patent-leather boots, nor anything else necessary to make life calm and peaceful. We were reduced to a war footing. Each of us put on a rough, heavy suit of clothing, woolen Army shirt and “stogy” boots included; and into the valise we crowded a few white shirts, some underclothing, and such things. My brother, the Secretary, took along about four pounds of United States statutes and six pounds of unabridged dictionary; for we did not know—poor innocents—that such things could be bought in San Francisco on one day and received in Carson City the next. I was armed to the teeth with a pitiful little Smith & Wesson’s seven-shooter, which carried a ball like a homeopathic pill, and it took the whole seven to make a dose for an adult. But I thought it was grand. It appeared to me to be a dangerous weapon. It only had one fault—you could not hit anything with it. One of our “conductors” practiced awhile on a cow with it, and as long as she stood still and behaved herself she was safe; but as soon as she went to moving about, and he got to shooting at other things, she came to grief. The Secretary had a small-sized Colt’s revolver strapped around him for protection against the Indians, and to guard against accidents he carried it uncapped. Mr. George Bemis was dismally formidable. George Bemis was our fellow traveler. We had never seen him before. He wore in his belt an old original “Allen” revolver, such as irreverent people called a “pepperbox.” Simply drawing the trigger back, cocked and fired the pistol. As the trigger came back, the hammer would begin to rise and the barrel to turn over, and presently down would drop the hammer, and away would speed the ball. To aim along the turning barrel and hit the thing aimed at was a feat which was probably never done with an “Allen” in the world. But George’s was a reliable weapon, nevertheless, because, as one of the stage drivers afterward said, “If she didn’t get what she went after, she would fetch something else.” And so she did. She went after a deuce of spades nailed against a tree, once, and fetched a mule standing about thirty yards to the left of it. Bemis did not want the mule; but the owner came out with a double-barreled shotgun and persuaded him to buy it anyhow. It was a cheerful weapon—the “Allen.” Sometimes all its six barrels would go off at once, and then there was no safe place in all the region roundabout but behind it.

We took two or three blankets for protection against frosty weather in the mountains. In the matter of luxuries we were modest—we took none along but some pipes and five pounds of smoking tobacco. We had two large canteens to carry water in, between stations on the plains, and we also took with us a little shot bag of silver coin for daily expenses in the way of breakfasts and dinners.

By eight o’clock everything was ready, and we were on the other side of the river. We jumped into the stage, the driver cracked his whip, and we bowled away and left “the States” behind us. It was a superb summer morning, and all the landscape was brilliant with sunshine. There was a freshness and breeziness, too, and an exhilarating sense of emancipation from all sorts of cares and responsibilities, that almost made us feel that the years we had spent in the close, hot city, toiling and slaving, had been wasted and thrown away. We were spinning along through Kansas, and in the course of an hour and a half we were fairly abroad on the great plains. Just here the land was rolling—a grand sweep of regular elevations and depressions as far as the eye could reach—like the stately heave and swell of the ocean’s bosom after a storm. And everywhere were cornfields, accenting with squares of deeper green this limitless expanse of grassy land. But presently this sea upon dry ground was to lose its “rolling” character and stretch away for seven hundred miles as level as a floor!

Our coach was a great swinging and swaying stage, of the most sumptuous description—an imposing cradle on wheels. It was drawn by six handsome horses, and by the side of the driver sat the “conductor,” the legitimate captain of the craft; for it was his business to take charge and care of the mails, baggage, express matter, and passengers. We three were the only passengers this trip. We sat on the back seat, inside. About all the rest of the coach was full of mailbags—for we had three days’ delayed mails with us. Almost touching our knees, a perpendicular wall of mail matter rose up to the roof. There was a great pile of it strapped on top of the stage, and both the fore and hind boots were full. We had twenty-seven hundred pounds of it aboard, the driver said—“a little for Brigham, and Carson, and ’Frisco, but the heft of it for the Injuns, which is powerful troublesome ’thout they get plenty of truck to read.” But as he just then got up a fearful convulsion of his countenance which was suggestive of a wink being swallowed by an earthquake, we guessed that his remark was intended to be facetious, and to mean that we would unload the most of our mail matter somewhere on the plains and leave it to the Indians, or whosoever wanted it.

We changed horses every ten miles, all day long, and fairly flew over the hard, level road. We jumped out and stretched our legs every time the coach stopped, and so the night found us still vivacious and unfatigued.

After supper a woman got in who lived about fifty miles further on, and we three had to take turns at sitting outside with the driver and conductor. Apparently she was not a talkative woman. She would sit there in the gathering twilight and fasten her steadfast eyes on a mosquito rooting into her arm, and slowly she would raise her other hand till she had got his range, and then she would launch a slap at him that would have jolted a cow; and after that she would sit and contemplate the corpse with tranquil satisfaction—for she never missed her mosquito; she was a dead shot at short range. She never removed a carcass, but left them there for bait. I sat by this grim Sphinx and watched her kill thirty or forty mosquitoes—watched her, and waited for her to say something, but she never did. So I finally opened the conversation myself. I said:

“The mosquitoes are pretty bad about here, madam.”

“You bet!”

“What did I understand you to say, madam?”

“You BET!”

Then she cheered up, and faced around and said:

“Danged if I didn’t begin to think you fellers was deef and dumb. I did, b’ gosh. Here I’ve sot, and sot, and sot, a-bust’n muskeeters and wonderin’ what was ailin’ ye. Fust I thot you was deef and dumb, then I thot you was sick or crazy, or suthin’, and then by and by I begin to reckon you was a passel of sickly fools that couldn’t think of nothing to say. Wher’d ye come from?”

The Sphinx was a Sphinx no more! The fountains of her great deep4 were broken up, and she rained the nine parts of speech forty days and forty nights, metaphorically speaking, and buried us under a desolating deluge of trivial gossip that left not a crag or pinnacle of rejoinder projecting above the tossing waste of dislocated grammar and decomposed pronunciation!

How we suffered, suffered, suffered! She went on, hour after hour, till I was sorry I ever opened the mosquito question and gave her a start. She never did stop again until she got to her journey’s end toward daylight; and then she stirred us up as she was leaving the stage (for we were nodding, by that time), and said:

“Now you git out at Cottonwood, you fellers, and lay over a couple o’ days, and I’ll be along sometime tonight, and if I can do ye any good by edgin’ in a word now and then, I’m right thar. Folks ’ll tell you ’t I’ve always ben kind o’ offish and partic’lar for a gal that’s raised in the woods, and I am, with the ragtag and bobtail, and a gal has to be, if she wants to be anything, but when people comes along which is my equals, I reckon I’m a pretty sociable heifer after all.”

We resolved not to “lay by at Cottonwood.”


CHAPTER III
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ABOUT AN HOUR and a half before daylight we were bowling along smoothly over the road—so smoothly that our cradle only rocked in a gentle, lulling way, that was gradually soothing us to sleep, and dulling our consciousness—when something gave away under us! We were dimly aware of it, but indifferent to it. The coach stopped. We heard the driver and conductor talking together outside, and rummaging for a lantern, and swearing because they could not find it—but we had no interest in whatever had happened, and it only added to our comfort to think of those people out there at work in the murky night, and we snug in our nest with the curtains drawn. But presently, by the sounds, there seemed to be an examination going on, and then the driver’s voice said:

“By George, the thoroughbrace is broke!”

This startled me broad awake—as an undefined sense of calamity is always apt to do. I said to myself: “Now, a thoroughbrace is probably part of a horse; and doubtless a vital part, too, from the dismay in the driver’s voice. Leg, maybe—and yet how could he break his leg waltzing along such a road as this? No, it can’t be his leg. That is impossible, unless he was reaching for the driver. Now, what can be the thoroughbrace of a horse, I wonder? Well, whatever comes, I shall not air my ignorance in this crowd, anyway.”

Just then the conductor’s face appeared at a lifted curtain, and his lantern glared in on us and our wall of mail matter. He said:

“Gents, you’ll have to turn out a spell. Thoroughbrace is broke.”

We climbed out into a chill drizzle, and felt ever so homeless and dreary. When I found that the thing they called a “thoroughbrace” was the massive combination of belts and springs which the coach rocks itself in, I said to the driver:

“I never saw a thoroughbrace used up like that before, that I can remember. How did it happen?”

“Why, it happened by trying to make one coach carry three days’ mail—that’s how it happened,” said he. “And right here is the very direction which is wrote on all the newspaper bags which was to be put out for the Injuns for to keep ’em quiet. It’s most uncommon lucky, becuz it’s so nation dark I should ’a’ gone by unbeknowns if that air thoroughbrace hadn’t broke.”

I knew that he was in labor with another of those winks of his, though I could not see his face, because he was bent down at work; and wishing him a safe delivery, I turned to and helped the rest get out the mail sacks. It made a great pyramid by the roadside when it was all out. When they had mended the thoroughbrace we filled the two boots again, but put no mail on top, and only half as much inside as there was before. The conductor bent all the seat backs down, and then filled the coach just half full of mailbags from end to end. We objected loudly to this, for it left us no seats. But the conductor was wiser than we, and said a bed was better than seats, and moreover, this plan would protect his thoroughbraces. We never wanted any seats after that. The lazy bed was infinitely preferable. I had many an exciting day, subsequently, lying on it reading the statutes and the dictionary, and wondering how the characters would turn out.

The conductor said he would send back a guard from the next station to take charge of the abandoned mailbags, and we drove on.

It was now just dawn; and as we stretched our cramped legs full length on the mail sacks, and gazed out through the windows across the wide wastes of greensward clad in cool, powdery mist, to where there was an expectant look in the eastern horizon, our perfect enjoyment took the form of a tranquil and contented ecstasy. The stage whirled along at a spanking gait, the breeze flapping curtains and suspended coats in a most exhilarating way; the cradle swayed and swung luxuriously; the pattering of the horses’ hoofs, the cracking of the driver’s whip, and his “Hi-yi! g’lang!” were music; the spinning ground and the waltzing trees appeared to give us a mute hurrah as we went by, and then slack up and look after us with interest, or envy, or something; and as we lay and smoked the pipe of peace and compared all this luxury with the years of tiresome city life that had gone before it, we felt that there was only one complete and satisfying happiness in the world, and we had found it.

After breakfast, at some station whose name I have forgotten, we three climbed up on the seat behind the driver, and let the conductor have our bed for a nap. And by and by, when the sun made me drowsy, I lay down on my face on top of the coach, grasping the slender iron railing, and slept for an hour or more. That will give one an appreciable idea of those matchless roads. Instinct will make a sleeping man grip a fast hold of the railing when the stage jolts, but when it only swings and sways, no grip is necessary. Overland drivers and conductors used to sit in their places and sleep thirty or forty minutes at a time, on good roads, while spinning along at the rate of eight or ten miles an hour. I saw them do it, often. There was no danger about it; a sleeping man will seize the irons in time when the coach jolts. These men were hard worked, and it was not possible for them to stay awake all the time.

By and by we passed through Marysville, and over the Big Blue and Little Sandy; thence about a mile, and entered Nebraska. About a mile further on, we came to the Big Sandy—one hundred and eighty miles from St. Joseph.

As the sun was going down, we saw the first specimen of an animal known familiarly over two thousand miles of mountain and desert—from Kansas clear to the Pacific Ocean—as the “jackass rabbit.” He is well named. He is just like any other rabbit, except that he is from one third to twice as large, has longer legs in proportion to his size, and has the most preposterous ears that ever were mounted on any creature but a jackass. When he is sitting quiet, thinking about his sins, or is absent-minded or unapprehensive of danger, his majestic ears project above him conspicuously; but the breaking of a twig will scare him nearly to death, and then he tilts his ears back gently and starts for home. All you can see, then, for the next minute, is his long gray form stretched out straight and “streaking it” through the low sagebrush, head erect, eyes right, and ears just canted a little to the rear, but showing you where the animal is, all the time, the same as if he carried a jib. Now and then he makes a marvelous spring with his long legs, high over the stunted sagebrush, and scores a leap that would make a horse envious. Presently he comes down to a long, graceful “lope,” and shortly he mysteriously disappears. He has crouched behind a sagebush, and will sit there and listen and tremble until you get within six feet of him, when he will get under way again. But one must shoot at this creature once, if he wishes to see him throw his heart into his heels, and do the best he knows how. He is frightened clear through now, and he lays his long ears down on his back, straightens himself out like a yardstick every spring he makes, and scatters miles behind him with an easy indifference that is enchanting.

Our party made this specimen “hump himself,” as the conductor said. The secretary started him with a shot from the Colt; I commenced spitting at him with my weapon; and all in the same instant the old “Allen’s” whole broadside let go with a rattling crash, and it is not putting it too strong to say that the rabbit was frantic! He dropped his ears, set up his tail, and left for San Francisco at a speed which can only be described as a flash and a vanish! Long after he was out of sight we could hear him whiz.

I do not remember where we first came across “sagebrush,” but as I have been speaking of it I may as well describe it. This is easily done, for if the reader can imagine a gnarled and venerable live oak tree reduced to a little shrub two feet high, with its rough bark, its foliage, its twisted boughs, all complete, he can picture the “sagebrush” exactly. Often, on lazy afternoons in the mountains, I had lain on the ground with my face under a sagebrush, and entertained myself with fancying that the gnats among its foliage were Lilliputian birds, and that the ants marching and countermarching about its base were Lilliputian flocks and herds, and myself some vast loafer from Brobdingnag5 waiting to catch a little citizen and eat him.

It is an imposing monarch of the forest in exquisite miniature, is the “sagebrush.” Its foliage is a grayish green, and gives that tint to desert and mountain. It smells like our domestic sage, and “sage tea” made from it tastes like the sage tea which all boys are so well acquainted with. The sagebrush is a singularly hardy plant, and grows right in the midst of deep sand, and among barren rocks, where nothing else in the vegetable world would try to grow, except “bunch grass.”I The sage bushes grow from three to six or seven feet apart, all over the mountains and deserts of the Far West, clear to the borders of California. There is not a tree of any kind in the deserts, for hundreds of miles—there is no vegetation at all in a regular desert, except the sagebrush and its cousin the “greasewood,” which is so much like the sagebrush that the difference amounts to little. Campfires and hot suppers in the deserts would be impossible but for the friendly sagebrush. Its trunk is as large as a boy’s wrist (and from that up to a man’s arm), and its crooked branches are half as large as its trunk—all good, sound, hard wood, very like oak.

When a party camps, the first thing to be done is to cut sagebrush; and in a few minutes there is an opulent pile of it ready for use. A hole a foot wide, two feet deep, and two feet long is dug, and sagebrush chopped up and burned in it till it is full to the brim with glowing coals. Then the cooking begins, and there is no smoke, and consequently no swearing. Such a fire will keep all night, with very little replenishing; and it makes a very sociable campfire, and one around which the most impossible reminiscences sound plausible, instructive, and profoundly entertaining.

Sagebrush is very fair fuel, but as a vegetable it is a distinguished failure. Nothing can abide the taste of it but the jackass and his illegitimate child the mule. But their testimony to its nutritiousness is worth nothing, for they will eat pine knots, or anthracite coal, or brass filings, or lead pipe, or old bottles, or anything that comes handy, and then go off looking as grateful as if they had had oysters for dinner. Mules and donkeys and camels have appetites that anything will relieve temporarily, but nothing satisfy. In Syria, once, at the headwaters of the Jordan, a camel took charge of my overcoat while the tents were being pitched, and examined it with a critical eye, all over, with as much interest as if he had an idea of getting one made like it; and then, after he was done figuring on it as an article of apparel, he began to contemplate it as an article of diet. He put his foot on it, and lifted one of the sleeves out with his teeth, and chewed and chewed at it, gradually taking it in, and all the while opening and closing his eyes in a kind of religious ecstasy, as if he had never tasted anything as good as an overcoat before in his life. Then he smacked his lips once or twice, and reached after the other sleeve. Next he tried the velvet collar, and smiled a smile of such contentment that it was plain to see that he regarded that as the daintiest thing about an overcoat. The tails went next, along with some percussion caps and cough candy, and some fig paste from Constantinople. And then my newspaper correspondence dropped out, and he took a chance in that—manuscript letters written for the home papers. But he was treading on dangerous ground now. He began to come across solid wisdom in those documents that was rather weighty on his stomach; and occasionally he would take a joke that would shake him up till it loosened his teeth; it was getting to be perilous times with him, but he held his grip with good courage and hopefully, till at last he began to stumble on statements that not even a camel could swallow with impunity. He began to gag and gasp, and his eyes to stand out, and his forelegs to spread, and in about a quarter of a minute he fell over as stiff as a carpenter’s workbench, and died a death of indescribable agony. I went and pulled the manuscript out of his mouth, and found that the sensitive creature had choked to death on one of the mildest and gentlest statements of fact that I ever laid before a trusting public.

I was about to say, when diverted from my subject, that occasionally one finds sage bushes five or six feet high, and with a spread of branch and foliage in proportion, but two or two and a half feet is the usual height.



I. “Bunch grass” grows on the bleak mountainsides of Nevada and neighboring territories, and offers excellent feed for stock, even in the dead of winter, wherever the snow is blown aside and exposes it; notwithstanding its unpromising home, bunch grass is a better and more nutritious diet for cattle and horses than almost any other hay or grass that is known—so stockmen say.


CHAPTER IV
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AS THE SUN went down and the evening chill came on, we made preparation for bed. We stirred up the hard leather letter sacks, and the knotty canvas bags of printed matter (knotty and uneven because of projecting ends and corners of magazines, boxes, and books). We stirred them up and redisposed them in such a way as to make our bed as level as possible. And we did improve it, too, though after all our work it had an upheaved and billowy look about it, like a little piece of a stormy sea. Next we hunted up our boots from odd nooks among the mailbags where they had settled, and put them on. Then we got down our coats, vests, pantaloons, and heavy woolen shirts from the arm loops where they had been swinging all day, and clothed ourselves in them—for, there being no ladies either at the stations or in the coach, and the weather being hot, we had looked to our comfort by stripping to our underclothing, at nine o’clock in the morning. All things being now ready, we stowed the uneasy dictionary where it would lie as quiet as possible, and placed the water canteens and pistols where we could find them in the dark. Then we smoked a final pipe, and swapped a final yarn; after which, we put the pipes, tobacco, and bag of coin in snug holes and caves among the mailbags, and then fastened down the coach curtains all around, and made the place as “dark as the inside of a cow,” as the conductor phrased it in his picturesque way. It was certainly as dark as any place could be—nothing was even dimly visible in it. And finally, we rolled ourselves up like silkworms, each person in his own blanket, and sank peacefully to sleep.

Whenever the stage stopped to change horses, we would wake up, and try to recollect where we were—and succeed—and in a minute or two the stage would be off again, and we likewise. We began to get into country, now, threaded here and there with little streams. These had high, steep banks on each side, and every time we flew down one bank and scrambled up the other, our party inside got mixed somewhat. First we would all be down in a pile at the forward end of the stage, nearly in a sitting posture, and in a second we would shoot to the other end, and stand on our heads. And we would sprawl and kick, too, and ward off ends and corners of mailbags that came lumbering over us and about us; and as the dust rose from the tumult, we would all sneeze in chorus, and the majority of us would grumble, and probably say some hasty thing, like: “Take your elbow out of my ribs! Can’t you quit crowding?”

Every time we avalanched from one end of the stage to the other, the unabridged dictionary would come too; and every time it came it damaged somebody. One trip it “barked” the secretary’s elbow; the next trip it hurt me in the stomach, and the third it tilted Bemis’s nose up till he could look down his nostrils—he said. The pistols and coin soon settled to the bottom, but the pipes, pipe stems, tobacco, and canteens clattered and floundered after the dictionary every time it made an assault on us, and aided and abetted the book by spilling tobacco in our eyes, and water down our backs.

Still, all things considered, it was a very comfortable night. It wore gradually away, and when at last a cold gray light was visible through the puckers and chinks in the curtains, we yawned and stretched with satisfaction, shed our cocoons, and felt that we had slept as much as was necessary. By and by, as the sun rose up and warmed the world, we pulled off our clothes and got ready for breakfast. We were just pleasantly in time, for five minutes afterward the driver sent the weird music of his bugle winding over the grassy solitudes, and presently we detected a low hut or two in the distance. Then the rattling of the coach, the clatter of our six horses’ hoofs, and the driver’s crisp commands awoke to a louder and stronger emphasis, and we went sweeping down on the station at our smartest speed. It was fascinating—that old overland stagecoaching.

We jumped out in undress uniform. The driver tossed his gathered reins out on the ground, gaped and stretched complacently, drew off his heavy buckskin gloves with great deliberation and insufferable dignity—taking not the slightest notice of a dozen solicitous inquiries after his health, and humbly facetious and flattering accostings, and obsequious tenders of service, from five or six hairy and half-civilized station keepers and hostlers who were nimbly unhitching our steeds and bringing the fresh team out of the stables—for in the eyes of the stage driver of that day, station keepers and hostlers were a sort of good enough low creatures, useful in their place, and helping to make up a world, but not the kind of beings which a person of distinction could afford to concern himself with; while, on the contrary, in the eyes of the station keeper and the hostler, the stage driver was a hero—a great and shining dignitary, the world’s favorite son, the envy of the people, the observed of the nations. When they spoke to him they received his insolent silence meekly, and as being the natural and proper conduct of so great a man; when he opened his lips they all hung on his words with admiration (he never honored a particular individual with a remark, but addressed it with a broad generality to the horses, the stables, the surrounding country and the human underlings); when he discharged a facetious, insulting personality at a hostler, that hostler was happy for the day; when he uttered his one jest—old as the hills, coarse, profane, witless, and inflicted on the same audience, in the same language, every time his coach drove up there—the varlets roared, and slapped their thighs, and swore it was the best thing they’d ever heard in all their lives. And how they would fly around when he wanted a basin of water, a gourd of the same, or a light for his pipe!—but they would instantly insult a passenger if he so far forgot himself as to crave a favor at their hands. They could do that sort of insolence as well as the driver they copied it from—for, let it be borne in mind, the overland driver had but little less contempt for his passengers than he had for his hostlers.

The hostlers and station keepers treated the really powerful conductor of the coach merely with the best of what was their idea of civility, but the driver was the only being they bowed down to and worshiped. How admiringly they would gaze up at him in his high seat as he gloved himself with lingering deliberation, while some happy hostler held the bunch of reins aloft, and waited patiently for him to take it! And how they would bombard him with glorifying ejaculations as he cracked his long whip and went careering away.

The station buildings were long, low huts, made of sundried, mud-colored bricks, laid up without mortar (adobes, the Spaniards call these bricks, and Americans shorten it to “ ’dobies”). The roofs, which had no slant to them worth speaking of, were thatched and then sodded or covered with a thick layer of earth, and from this sprang a pretty rank growth of weeds and grass. It was the first time we had ever seen a man’s front yard on top of his house. The buildings consisted of barns, stable room for twelve or fifteen horses, and a hut for an eating room for passengers. This latter had bunks in it for the station keeper and a hostler or two. You could rest your elbow on its eaves, and you had to bend in order to get in at the door. In place of a window there was a square hole about large enough for a man to crawl through, but this had no glass in it. There was no flooring, but the ground was packed hard. There was no stove, but the fireplace served all needful purposes. There were no shelves, no cupboards, no closets. In a corner stood an open sack of flour, and nestling against its base were a couple of black and venerable tin coffeepots, a tin teapot, a little bag of salt, and a side of bacon.

By the door of the station keeper’s den, outside, was a tin washbasin, on the ground. Near it was a pail of water and a piece of yellow bar soap, and from the eaves hung a hoary blue woolen shirt, significantly—but this latter was the station keeper’s private towel, and only two persons in all the party might venture to use it—the stage driver and the conductor. The latter would not, from a sense of decency; the former would not, because he did not choose to encourage the advances of a station keeper. We had towels—in the valise; they might as well have been in Sodom and Gomorrah. We (and the conductor) used our handkerchiefs, and the driver his pantaloons and sleeves. By the door, inside, was fastened a small, old-fashioned, looking-glass frame, with two little fragments of the original mirror lodged down in one corner of it. This arrangement afforded a pleasant double-barreled portrait of you when you looked into it, with one half of your head set up a couple of inches above the other half. From the glass frame hung the half of a comb by a string—but if I had to describe that patriarch or die, I believe I would order some sample coffins. It had come down from Esau and Samson, and had been accumulating hair ever since—along with certain impurities. In one corner of the room stood three or four rifles and muskets, together with horns and pouches of ammunition. The station men wore pantaloons of coarse, country-woven stuff, and into the seat and the inside of the legs were sewed ample additions of buckskin, to do duty in place of leggings, when the man rode horseback—so the pants were half dull blue and half yellow, and unspeakably picturesque. The pants were stuffed into the tops of high boots, the heels whereof were armed with great Spanish spurs, whose little iron clogs and chains jingled with every step. The man wore a huge beard and mustachios, an old slouch hat, a blue woolen shirt, no suspenders, no vest, no coat—in a leathern sheath in his belt, a great long “navy” revolver (slung on right side, hammer to the front), and projecting from his boot a horn-handled bowie knife. The furniture of the hut was neither gorgeous nor much in the way. The rocking chairs and sofas were not present, and never had been, but they were represented by two three-legged stools, a pineboard bench four feet long, and two empty candle boxes. The table was a greasy board on stilts, and the tablecloth and napkins had not come—and they were not looking for them, either. A battered tin platter, a knife and fork, and a tin pint cup were at each man’s place, and the driver had a queensware saucer that had seen better days. Of course this duke sat at the head of the table. There was one isolated piece of table furniture that bore about it a touching air of grandeur in misfortune. This was the caster. It was German silver, and crippled and rusty, but it was so preposterously out of place there that it was suggestive of a tattered exiled king among barbarians, and the majesty of its native position compelled respect even in its degradation. There was only one cruet left, and that was a stopperless, fly-specked, broken-necked thing, with two inches of vinegar in it, and a dozen preserved flies with their heels up and looking sorry they had invested there.

The station keeper upended a disk of last week’s bread, of the shape and size of an old-time cheese, and carved some slabs from it which were as good as Nicholson pavement, and tenderer.

He sliced off a piece of bacon for each man, but only the experienced old hands made out to eat it, for it was condemned Army bacon which the United States would not feed to its soldiers in the forts, and the stage company had bought it cheap for the sustenance of their passengers and employees. We may have found this condemned Army bacon further out on the plains than the section I am locating it in, but we found it—there is no gainsaying that.

Then he poured for us a beverage which he called “slumgullion,” and it is hard to think he was not inspired when he named it. It really pretended to be tea, but there was too much dishrag, and sand, and old bacon rind in it to deceive the intelligent traveler. He had no sugar and no milk—not even a spoon to stir the ingredients with.

We could not eat the bread or the meat, nor drink the “slumgullion.” And when I looked at that melancholy vinegar cruet, I thought of the anecdote (a very, very old one, even at that day) of the traveler who sat down to a table which had nothing on it but a mackerel and a pot of mustard. He asked the landlord if this was all. The landlord said:

“All! Why, thunder and lightning, I should think there was mackerel enough there for six.”

“But I don’t like mackerel.”

“Oh—then help yourself to the mustard.”

In other days I had considered it a good, a very good, anecdote, but there was a dismal plausibility about it, here, that took all the humor out of it.

Our breakfast was before us, but our teeth were idle.

I tasted and smelled, and said I would take coffee, I believed. The station boss stopped dead still, and glared at me speechless. At last, when he came to, he turned away and said, as one who communes with himself upon a matter too vast to grasp:

“Coffee! Well, if that don’t go clean ahead of me, I’m d——d!”

We could not eat, and there was no conversation among the hostlers and herdsmen—we all sat at the same board. At least there was no conversation further than a single hurried request, now and then, from one employee to another. It was always in the same form, and always gruffly friendly. Its Western freshness and novelty startled me, at first, and interested me; but it presently grew monotonous, and lost its charm. It was:

“Pass the bread, you son of a skunk!” No, I forget—skunk was not the word; it seems to me it was still stronger than that; I know it was, in fact, but it is gone from my memory, apparently. However, it is no matter—probably it was too strong for print, anyway. It is the landmark in my memory which tells me where I first encountered the vigorous new vernacular of the occidental plains and mountains.

We gave up the breakfast, and paid our dollar apiece and went back to our mailbag bed in the coach, and found comfort in our pipes. Right here we suffered the first diminution of our princely state. We left our six fine horses and took six mules in their place. But they were wild Mexican fellows, and a man had to stand at the head of each of them and hold him fast while the driver gloved and got himself ready. And when at last he grasped the reins and gave the word, the men sprung suddenly away from the mules’ heads and the coach shot from the station as if it had issued from a cannon. How the frantic animals did scamper! It was a fierce and furious gallop—and the gait never altered for a moment till we reeled off ten or twelve miles and swept up to the next collection of little station huts and stables.

So we flew along all day. At 2 P.M. the belt of timber that fringes the North Platte and marks its windings through the vast level floor of the Plains came in sight. At 4 P.M. we crossed a branch of the river, and at 5 P.M. we crossed the Platte itself, and landed at Fort Kearney, fifty-six hours out from St. Joe—THREE HUNDRED MILES!

Now that was stagecoaching on the great overland, ten or twelve years ago, when perhaps not more than ten men in America, all told, expected to live to see a railroad follow that route to the Pacific. But the railroad is there now, and it pictures a thousand odd comparisons and contrasts in my mind to read the following sketch, in The New York Times, of a recent trip over almost the very ground I have been describing. I can scarcely comprehend the new state of things:

ACROSS THE CONTINENT

At 4.20 P.M., Sunday, we rolled out of the station at Omaha, and started westward on our long jaunt. A couple of hours out, dinner was announced—an “event” to those of us who had yet to experience what it is to eat in one of Pullman’s hotels on wheels; so, stepping into the car next forward of our sleeping palace, we found ourselves in the dining-car. It was a revelation to us, that first dinner on Sunday. And though we continued to dine for four days, and had as many breakfasts and suppers, our whole party never ceased to admire the perfection of the arrangements, and the marvelous results achieved. Upon tables covered with snowy linen, and garnished with services of solid silver, Ethiop waiters, flitting about in spotless white, placed as by magic a repast at which Delmonico himself6 could have had no occasion to blush; and, indeed, in some respects it would be hard for that distinguished chef to match our menu; for, in addition to all that ordinarily makes up a first-chop dinner, had we not our antelope steak (the gormand who has not experienced this—bah! what does he know of the feast of fat things?) our delicious mountain-brook trout, and choice fruits and berries, and (sauce piquant and unpurchasable!) our sweet-scented, appetite-compelling air of the prairies? You may depend upon it, we all did justice to the good things, and as we washed them down with bumpers of sparkling Krug, whilst we sped along at the rate of thirty miles an hour, agreed it was the fastest living we had ever experienced. (We beat that, however, two days afterward when we made twenty-seven miles in twenty-seven minutes, while our Champagne glasses filled to the brim spilled not a drop!) After dinner we repaired to our drawing-room car, and, as it was Sabbath eve, intoned some of the grand old hymns—“Praise God from whom,” etc.; “Shining Shore,” “Coronation,” etc.—the voices of the men singers and of the women singers blending sweetly in the evening air, while our train, with its great, glaring Polyphemus eye, lighting up long vistas of prairie, rushed into the night and the Wild. Then to bed in luxurious couches, where we slept the sleep of the just and only awoke the next morning (Monday) at eight o’clock, to find ourselves at the crossing of the North Platte, three hundred miles from Omaha—fifteen hours and forty minutes out.


CHAPTER V

[image: Images]

ANOTHER NIGHT OF alternate tranquillity and turmoil. But morning came, by and by. It was another glad awakening to fresh breezes, vast expanses of level greensward, bright sunlight, an impressive solitude utterly without visible human beings or human habitations, and an atmosphere of such amazing magnifying properties that trees that seemed close at hand were more than three miles away. We resumed undress uniform, climbed atop of the flying coach, dangled our legs over the side, shouted occasionally at our frantic mules, merely to see them lay their ears back and scamper faster, tied our hats on to keep our hair from blowing away, and leveled an outlook over the world-wide carpet about us for things new and strange to gaze at. Even at this day it thrills me through and through to think of the life, the gladness, and the wild sense of freedom that used to make the blood dance in my veins on those fine overland mornings!
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