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AUTHOR’S NOTE

ANYONE VENTURING TO WRITE ABOUT THE SINGULARLY gifted and protean individual who began life on November 30, 1835, in northeastern Missouri as Samuel Langhorne Clemens and became famous the world over as Mark Twain faces an immediate and unavoidable problem: what to call him. His family and his oldest friends called him Sam, or sometimes Sammy; newer friends called him Mark; business associates called him Clemens; his daughters called him Papa; his wife called him Youth. Early in his writing career he tried out various noms de plume, ranging from short and pithy—Rambler, Grumbler, Josh, Sergeant Fathom—to long and clumsy—W. Epaminondas Adrastus Perkins, W. Epaminondas Adrastus Blab, Thomas Jefferson Snodgrass, Peter Pencilcase’s Son, even A Dog-Be-Deviled Citizen. In February 1863, commencing his professional writing career on the Virginia City Territorial Enterprise, he began signing himself “Mark Twain.” That’s how most people think of him today. The name Mark Twain is as much a trademark, in its way, as Coke or McDonald’s or Mickey Mouse. He’s that big.

The generally accepted way to identify Clemens/Twain is chronologically, calling him by whatever name he was using at the time. It makes for occasionally awkward reading, particularly when Mark Twain the writer is describing something he experienced years earlier as Sam Clemens the person, but there is no easier way to do it. Like most previous biographers, I will employ the admittedly arbitrary but convenient method of referring to the subject as “Sam” or “Clemens” during his youth and “Twain” or “Mark Twain” after he unveiled his famous pen name. As with everything else in this book, it’s Mr. Mark Twain’s fault, not mine, and all the blame attaches to him. Credit, where due, is optional.
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INTRODUCTION

AT THE END OF HIS GREAT ADVENTURE DOWN THE Mississippi River and the joyless labor of trying to make a book out of it, a rather glum Huckleberry Finn pauses to take stock of the situation. Jim is free (and forty dollars richer, compliments of Tom Sawyer), Tom is recovering nicely from his recent gunshot wound, and the odious Pap is long since dead, last seen floating downriver in a ruined house. Everyone, it seems, is happy except Huck. He has his reasons. Tom’s formidable Aunt Sally, on whose south Arkansas farm Jim finally found his long-delayed deliverance, is threatening to turn her stifling if well-meaning hand toward Huck; she aims, he says, to “sivilize” him. It is more than a boy can bear—this boy, anyway. He reckons it is time “to light out for the Territory ahead of the rest.” Huck’s creator had made a similar decision two decades earlier. He wasn’t even Mark Twain then, but as Huck might have said, “That ain’t no matter.” In the ramshackle mining camps and raucous boomtowns of the West, free from feminine constraints and civilized society, Samuel Clemens would finally conclude his extended adolescence and assume the mantle—and burden—of “Mr. Mark Twain.” Neither he nor American literature would ever be the same.

Lighting Out for the Territory: How Samuel Clemens Became Mark Twain is the story of how Samuel Clemens, itinerant printer, Mississippi riverboat pilot, and Confederate guerrilla, became Mark Twain, celebrated journalist, author, and stage performer. As with most of the events in his long and varied life, Twain told it best, recounting his western adventures in one of his most popular books, Roughing It, published in February 1872, a full decade after his trip out west. Like Huckleberry Finn, which appeared in 1885, Roughing It is “mostly a true book…with some stretchers” thrown in. It is an appropriately rambling and episodic account of the five and a half years the author spent traveling to and from Nevada, California, and Hawaii between July 1861 and December 1866—not coincidentally the same years that bracketed the American Civil War. There is virtually nothing about the war in the book—again not a coincidence, since leaving the war behind was Twain’s primary motive for going west in the first place. Except for a brief paragraph about a Fourth of July celebration in Virginia City, Nevada, in 1863 and a slightly longer account of local fund-raising activities on behalf of the United States Sanitary Commission, Twain omits any reference to the greatest and most tragic event of his lifetime. Indeed, Roughing It could have taken place at any time after 1849, when the first gold rushers headed for California along pretty much the same route that Sam Clemens and his brother Orion (pronounced OR-ee-un) followed a dozen years later. It is a timeless book in more ways than one.

History aside, Roughing It is great fun, as Twain clearly intended it to be, but it is also carefully sanitized. The book was written not long after his marriage to an exceedingly proper young eastern lady, Olivia Langdon, who would not have wanted to know the full story of what went on in the mining camps, saloons, and brothels out west. With that in mind—she was always his first, most scrupulous reader—Twain produced a sort of modified Adventures of Tom Sawyer, with himself cast in the lead role of a slightly older but still wholesome and high-spirited Tom. It is a boy’s book, written by and about an overgrown boy. There is just enough truth in it to spice up the story, but not enough to kill the flavor. Stretchers abound. And while no one in his right mind would ever try to outdo Mark Twain on the subject of Mark Twain, it is sometimes necessary, for the sake of the record, to correct, emend, or otherwise expand Twain’s often contradictory accounts of his life. He was, after all, a novelist, and he rarely let the facts get in the way of the story. One of the central aims of this book, with the help of contemporaneous letters, diaries, and reminiscences, is to separate the fact from the fiction—to “de-stretcher” it, if you will—a noble ambition but one that in Mark Twain’s case is more or less a full-time occupation.

Growing up in Hannibal, Missouri, on the western bank of the Mississippi River, Samuel Clemens knew all about the concept of lighting out for the Territory. As a boy, he regularly watched the steamboats threshing into view, offloading knots of travel-worn passengers whose dreams were bundled, along with their belongings, into a few threadbare carpetbags. Often these dreams involved making a new start of things in the West, that already legendary region beyond the next hill or bend in the river where a man with a past could successfully reinvent himself. In the spring of 1849, the thirteen-year-old Clemens witnessed the first wave of eastern gold rushers pouring through Hannibal en route to California. One of the transients fatally stabbed another in full view of the horrified youth, a murder that Mark Twain would chillingly recreate in the graveyard killing of Doctor Robinson by Injun Joe in Tom Sawyer. Eighty of his fellow townsmen subsequently joined the pack that frantic spring; six were dead, of Indians or illness, before summer came. In all, more than two hundred Hannibal natives became gold rushers themselves, including the town doctor, Hugh Meredith, and his son, John. Years later, Twain was still running into his old Hannibal neighbors out west.

His own route to the West was considerably less direct—in fact, it was in exactly the opposite direction. Before turning his sights westward, the inveterately restless Clemens spent the better part of a decade wandering the great cities of the East and Midwest, from St. Louis to New York to Philadelphia to Washington, then back to New York, to Cincinnati and New Orleans. He worked when he could as a journeyman printer, before becoming a pilot on the Mississippi River. Like Huckleberry Finn, he learned early on to light out at the first sign of trouble, and when the Civil War erupted he already had one foot out the door, so to speak. And while it is not entirely accurate to describe his subsequent journey west as a headlong flight, it was at the very least a headlong amble. By then he had proven to everyone’s satisfaction, including his own, that he was manifestly unsuited to soldiering. It was good to know. Had he stayed on, Clemens might well have gotten himself killed—the guerrilla war in Missouri was particularly nasty—but his death would not have lengthened the life of the Confederacy (or the Union, either) by a single day. It would, however, have reduced the literary inheritance of the United States by an incalculable amount. By lighting out for the Territory when he did, Samuel Clemens lived to write another day, and American literature is infinitely richer and a good deal funnier because of it.

Lighting Out for the Territory traces the course of that comparatively narrow escape and the remarkable transformation—personal, professional, and artistic—that followed. Samuel Clemens went west in 1861; Mark Twain returned east six years later. This is the story of what happened in between.



CHAPTER 1


A CAMPAIGN THAT FAILED

IN THE CHAOTIC OPENING DAYS OF THE CIVIL WAR, a red-haired, gray-eyed, twenty-five-year-old Mississippi River pilot arrived in St. Louis after a harrowing four-day trip upriver from New Orleans. Already the war had rendered the pilot’s profession too confused and dangerous for someone of his high-strung, rather morbid disposition. Boats were taking fire from troops on both sides of the water, their crews being impressed into military service at half the going rate. Samuel L. Clemens, late of Hannibal, Missouri, could not foresee what new course his life would take, but he could grasp all too clearly that his halcyon days as a riverboat pilot, “the only unfettered and entirely independent human being that lived on the earth,” were over. The mighty river, with its triple-decker steamboats, moon-shadowed sandbars, and ink-black eddies, was closing down for the duration. Sam Clemens, for all intents and purposes, had been shipwrecked.

Unlike the majority of his fellow Americans, he never saw it coming. He tended toward dreaminess anyway, a lifelong inclination that long, languid hours on the river tacitly encouraged. Nor was he, at this stage of his life, particularly political. His hometown was a crossroads river port in a divided border state, its citizens a mixture (as was his own family) of proslavery and abolitionist elements. And while his piloting work on the Mississippi had exposed him to slavery in all its harshest forms, from Sisyphean dockworkers staggering under mounds of passengers’ luggage to ragged field hands stoop-picking cotton on the great plantations along the river, the young pilot paid them little mind. He simply steamed past, his eyes fixed on the breaks and bends ahead. They had their work, he had his, and he fully expected “to follow the river the rest of my days, and die at the wheel when my mission was ended.” And then, as Abraham Lincoln would say with eloquent simplicity a few years later, the war came.

Clemens, who had voted for compromise candidate John Bell in the recent presidential election, was in New Orleans in late January 1861 when word arrived of Louisiana’s secession. “Great rejoicing. Flags, Dixie, Soldiers,” he noted in his journal. Contrary to his later assertion, he did not leave the city for the North as soon as he heard the news. Although Louisiana was one of the first states to secede—a rash thing to do, given the vast amount of commerce New Orleans enjoyed with northern states—there were no immediate consequences, either commercial or military, to secession. No one knew what might happen; for the time being, people on both sides took a wait-and-see attitude. Clemens continued his piloting work aboard the side-wheeler Alonzo Child, where he and his closest childhood friend, Will Bowen, got into a fistfight one day, reportedly over an unpaid three-hundred-dollar loan and Will’s overt “secesh” talk. Given Clemens’s always complicated handling of finances and his comparatively fluid political sentiments, it was more likely the former than the latter.

As the shadows of war spread across every corner of the nation, Clemens kept determinedly to the middle of the river. He speculated in the egg market, losing several hundred dollars when the bottom fell out—“So much for eggs,” he shrugged—ran the Alonzo Child aground while recklessly racing another boat in the fog, and took his mother on a holiday cruise from Boonville, Missouri, to New Orleans. It proved to be a valedictory trip. Alonzo Child’s captain, David DeHaven, described by Clemens as “flamboyantly secessionist,” had volunteered his boat for the southern cause, an act of impulsive patriotism that severely unnerved his less committed pilot. Clemens had no intention of steering Rebel supplies from New Orleans to Memphis between blasts from Union cannonballs, “perched all solitary and alone on high in a pilothouse, a target for Tom, Dick, and Harry.”

After Confederate forces fired on Fort Sumter in mid-April, making such target practice inevitable, Clemens abandoned his post on the Alonzo Child and hitched a ride north on the Nebraska, which was heading upriver to St. Louis. It was the beginning of a nearly six-year-long odyssey of wandering, flight, and dislocation that would leave him as changed personally as the nation would be changed politically. For Clemens, as for all Americans of the era, the Civil War was the watershed moment of his life, even if he managed to avoid—as so many did not—being fatally swept away in the flood.
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Heading northward with his friend Zeb Leavenworth at Nebraska’s wheel, the two young men were conversing idly in the pilothouse when the boat approached Jefferson Barracks, a military installation just south of St. Louis. The day before, their boat had passed safely through a Union blockade at Memphis—one of the last civilian vessels to do so—but the soldiers manning the defenses at Jefferson Barracks were not so open-minded. They fired a warning shot across the bow, and when Nebraska did not immediately stop, they sent another shot crashing into her pilothouse, splintering wood and breaking glass. Leavenworth threw himself into a corner, shouting, “Good Lord Almighty! Sam, what do they mean by that?” Clemens grabbed the lurching wheel, responding calmly (or so he claimed), “I guess they want us to wait a minute, Zeb.”

Clemens’s unlikely calm in the face of hostile cannon fire did not last long. As soon as the boat docked, he hastened to the home of his married sister, Pamela (pronounced Pa-MEE-la) Clemens Moffett, at 1312 Chestnut Street, where he sought refuge from what he imagined to be roving press-gangs of Union and Confederate toughs. His eight-year-old niece Annie watched in fascination as her distraught uncle paced the floor, obsessed, she said, “with the fear that he might be arrested by government agents and forced to act as pilot on a government gunboat while a man stood by with a pistol ready to shoot him if he showed the least sign of a false move.”

Either side would have been happy to utilize Clemens’s valuable piloting experience, but no one even knew he was in the city. Determined to keep it that way, Clemens lurked indoors, avoiding open windows like a wraith. His storekeeping brother-in-law, William Moffett, a dyed-in-the-wool southerner, jangled Sam’s nerves one night by announcing with drawing-room bravado that he would rather go to jail than be drafted into the Union Army to fight his friends. Clemens was similarly torn. One night he and his niece were standing in the doorway when a group of boys paraded past, shouting, “Hurrah for Jeff Davis!” Caught up in the spirit of the moment, Sam sent Annie upstairs to find some red and white ribbons for the marchers. A few minutes later, another youth came down the street waving an American flag and was immediately set upon by the others. Clemens angrily chased away the attackers, but fumed afterward that the outnumbered patriot “should have guarded that flag with his life.” The boy was eight.

Clemens’s own internal struggle came to a head one afternoon when a mysterious stranger named Smith turned up on the doorstep seeking Confederate recruits to take back the state capital in Jefferson City. Clemens politely resisted the call, at least at first, focusing instead on winning his Masonic badge. He solemnly swore to “the Worshipful Master, Wardens, and Brethren of Polar Star Lodge No. 79 of the Ancient, Free, and Accepted Orders of Masons” that he was offering himself as “a candidate for the mysteries of Masonry” due to “a sincere wish of being serviceable to his fellow creatures,” and he was duly enrolled as a third-degree Mason on July 10, 1861. Then he went back to Hannibal to collect the still-outstanding debt owed to him by Bowen, who had returned home to help his mother run the family boardinghouse. This time, at least, there were no fisticuffs. The two old friends resumed their carefree habits—as carefree as they could be in a town controlled by Union-leaning Home Guards who elbowed citizens off the sidewalk and filled the air with raucous patriotic songs. With the rest of his family long since gone from the small frame house at 206 Hill Street, where he had grown up, Samuel Clemens felt increasingly like a stranger in his own hometown.
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In its fictional guise of St. Petersburg, Hannibal glows in perpetual sunlight, the idyllic home of Tom Sawyer, Huck Finn, Aunt Polly, Mary and Sid, Becky Thatcher, Joe Harper, Ben Rogers, the Widow Douglas, Miss Watson, and the villainous (but ultimately vanquished) Injun Joe. It is the realm of joyous boyhood, of pranks and adventures, camping and fishing, of Jackson’s Island, Holliday’s Hill, Lover’s Leap, and McDougal’s Cave. The twilight is lit by a spangle of fireflies; Halley’s Comet is always winking out in the distance. The real Hannibal was larger and more complex. To begin with, unlike St. Petersburg, it actually had black people living in it besides Miss Watson’s long-suffering man servant Jim. Approximately a quarter of the town’s three thousand residents were slaves, including a handful of human chattel alternately owned, rented, or sold off by Clemens’s Virginia-born father, John Marshall Clemens. To the townsfolk, the peculiar institution was neither good nor evil—it simply was. “There was nothing about the slavery of the Hannibal region to rouse one’s dozing humane instincts to activity,” Mark Twain recalled years later in his autobiography. “It was a mild domestic slavery, not the brutal plantation article. Cruelties were very rare and exceedingly and wholesomely unpopular.”

Yet cruelties there were. Marshall Clemens, not a particularly violent or demonstrative man, occasionally whipped or cuffed his slaves for various infractions. Constantly needing money, he eventually sold off the family’s longtime household servant, Jennie, to an infamous slave trader when Sam was eight, even though Jennie had loyally nursed the boy through his sickly infancy and saved him from drowning in a nearby creek. Sam personally witnessed a neighbor fatally strike down his slave with a piece of iron ore, and when he was eleven he and some friends found the floating body of an escaped slave who had been murdered and mutilated by bounty hunters. Nor were the horrors all one-sided. The county’s first legal execution was of a local slave with the Faulknerian name of Glascock’s Ben, who had raped and murdered a twelve-year-old girl in a rock quarry. During his trial, Ben had boasted that he would never be hanged because he was worth too much to his master alive. He was wrong. Life on the fringe of the American frontier was hard, even in sunlight.

Nor was Sam Clemens’s home life always as sunny as he remembered. His father was a distant, disappointed man who spent much of his time brooding over his numerous debts and the elusive fortune he expected to realize any day from the sale of seventy thousand acres of unimproved wilderness in north-central Tennessee. The “Tennessee land,” as the property was invariably known within the family, had come into Marshall’s hands in the late 1820s and early 1830s, when he bought up several parcels of acreage in Fentress County. He spent a total of four hundred dollars for the land, a not inconsiderable sum in Jacksonian-era America, and when he moved to Missouri in 1835 he held on to the land as a potential moneymaker. As was the case with most Clemens financial dealings, then and later, the Tennessee land would prove to be a stinging disappointment, serving mainly as a catch-all symbol of improvident hopes and cruelly dashed dreams.

Clemens’s father, “a silent, austere man” who died in 1847 when Sam was eleven, would recur throughout his son’s fiction, always as a chilly personage. “My own knowledge of him amounted to little more than an introduction,” Twain lamented to a friend late in life. True to his namesake, John Marshall Clemens was also a judge, albeit of a rather less exalted variety than the first chief justice of the United States Supreme Court. As a circuit court judge in Monroe County, Missouri, the elder Clemens functioned mainly as a glorified justice of the peace, issuing subpoenas, taking depositions, and performing marriages. Judge Clemens appears in his son’s writings as Judge Thatcher in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Judge Hawkins in The Gilded Age, and Judge Driscoll in The Tragedy of Pudd’nhead Wilson. Traces of him can also be found in the death-decreeing figures of Sir Kay the Seneschal in A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court and Bishop Cauchon, St. Joan’s persecutor, in Personal Recollections of Joan of Arc. Some scholars even see his shadow lurking behind the menacing, mercurial figure of Pap Finn. All in all, Marshall Clemens is not a particularly likable ghost.

Fortunately for everyone, in looks, intellect, and basic temperament Sam took after his loquacious, fun-loving mother, Jane Lampton Clemens. Like her famous son, Jane was high-strung, emotional, quick-witted, and affectionate—everything her gloomy husband was not. She had married him on the rebound, after a tragic misunderstanding with a shy suitor who wrongly thought she had rejected him, when in fact she was merely playing hard to get. Marshall Clemens, a law clerk for Jane’s uncle in her hometown of Columbia, Kentucky, happened to be available. She married him without loving him in the least, bore him seven children (three of whom lived past childhood), and followed him loyally if not enthusiastically from Kentucky to Tennessee and, ultimately, to Missouri. Samuel Langhorne Clemens, their sixth child, was born two months prematurely, on November 30, 1835. Twain’s famous boast that he had arrived on the scene with Halley’s Comet must, like many of his most memorable remarks, be taken with a grain of salt. The comet, in fact, arrived six weeks before him, peaking in visibility in mid-October and making an altogether more impressive entrance than the red-haired, underweight newborn mewling softly in its wake. “You don’t expect to raise that babe, do you?” one of her neighbors asked the new mother after peering skeptically under Sam’s blanket. Jane allowed that she would try.

Jane Clemens appears mostly winningly as Aunt Polly in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Twain’s most personal and in some ways best book. Aunt Polly’s patient, kind, and unfailingly shrewd insight into a boy’s heart reflected her real-life model’s generous approach to life. “She had a slender, small body but a large heart,” her son remembered, “a heart so large that everybody’s grief and everybody’s joys found welcome in it. . . . Her interest in people and other animals was warm, personal, friendly. She always found something to excuse, and as a rule to love, in the toughest of them—even if she had to put it there herself.” Twain would have a considerably harder time loving the human race, generally and particularly, than his mother, but he shared her interest in the world at large. He also shared—along with her red hair, gray eyes, and wide ironic mouth—Jane Clemens’s fascination with language, music, and impersonations. “She was the most eloquent person I have heard speak,” Twain recalled. “It was seldom eloquence of a fiery or violent sort, but gentle, pitying, persuasive, appealing; and so genuine and so nobly and simply worded and so touchingly uttered, that many times I have seen it win the reluctant and splendid applause of tears.” He played it more for laughs himself, but he could appreciate his mother’s kinder, gentler approach to an audience.
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All traces of family—maternal, paternal, or otherwise—had long since vanished by the time Sam Clemens returned to Hannibal in the summer of 1861. It was his first trip home in exactly eight years, and it would prove to be a short visit. There was not much to hold him there—too much time and distance lay between.

The size and shape of his wanderings was a familiar coming-of-age story in antebellum America. It began in June 1853, when Clemens left home for the first time at the age of seventeen and went to St. Louis to try his luck as a printer’s apprentice on the St. Louis Evening News. He had learned the rudiments of the trade at various local newspapers, including the Hannibal Journal and the Hannibal Western Union, then owned by his brother Orion, whose irritating habit of paying his workers in “uncashable promises” eventually induced Sam to seek employment elsewhere. He soon grew bored with his new job as well—all his life he would have trouble reining in his quicksilver enthusiasms and equally fungible disenchantments. That August he abruptly abandoned St. Louis for New York City, where the World’s Fair was taking place inside the specially constructed Crystal Palace. Along the way, he passed by stagecoach through Springfield, Illinois, the adopted home of an obscure one-term congressman named Abraham Lincoln. The two future giants of the age did not meet, but Lincoln in time would play an important, if indirect, role in Clemens’s slow-developing destiny.

Somehow, the unconnected teenager found work quickly in New York, signing on as a compositor in the printing shop of John A. Gray, whose two-hundred-man staff set type for a wide assortment of books and magazines, including the Choral Advocate, Jewish Chronicles, Littell’s Living Age, and Knickerbocker. The first inkling his long-suffering mother had of her son’s arrival in the big city was a letter postmarked New York (not St. Louis, where she thought he still was). “You will doubtless be a little surprised, and somewhat angry when you receive this, and find me so far from home,” Sam began with guarded understatement. Professing himself still to be her “best boy,” he proceeded to recount the exotic sights he had seen, beginning with showman P. T. Barnum’s “Wild Men of Borneo,” a set of unfortunate, probably retarded twins he had encountered in a cage on the city sidewalk and judged to be, a little uncharitably, somewhat less than human. “Their faces and eyes are those of the beast,” he wrote, “and when they fix their glittering orbs on you with a steady, unflinching gaze, you instinctively draw back a step, and a very unpleasant sensation steals through your veins.” What his eternally worrying mother made of her son’s exposure to such extraordinary sights is anyone’s guess.

Clemens went to some pains to reassure her that he was living right, recounting long days of honest typesetting followed by wholesome visits to the fruit market and cloistered, scholarly evenings in the free reading library a few blocks from his boardinghouse on Duane Street. “If books are not good company, where will I find it?” he asked piously. Sam visited the World’s Fair (he found it something of a disappointment), saw the famous actor Edwin Forrest interpret The Gladiator on Broadway, and toured the recently constructed Croton Aqueduct, which he pronounced “the greatest wonder yet.” Sharing the sidewalk with an undifferentiated throng of pushy New Yorkers, the newcomer found himself continually “borne, and rubbed, and crowded along” by a vexatious swarm of “trundle-bed trash. To wade through this mass of human vermin,” he groused, “would raise the ire of the most patient person that ever lived.” Even at seventeen, Sam Clemens was most definitely not that sort of person.

Two months later he went to Philadelphia—for some reason, he seemed to think it would be a warmer place to spend the winter. There he toured the usual historical sites, including Independence Hall, fellow printer Benjamin Franklin’s gravesite, and the Liberty Bell. With his unquenchable taste for the grotesque, he also took the time to ogle the self-described “Largest Lady in the World,” a sideshow attraction who admitted to a decidedly unladylike weight of 764 pounds. Sam, for his part, was unimpressed. “She is a pretty extensive piece of meat,” he said, “but not much to brag about; however, I suppose she would bring a fair price in the Cannibal Islands.” He complained to the broadminded but abstemious Orion about the “abominable foreigners” and “whisky-swilling, God-despising heathens” who infested the city, but undercut the temperance lecture by confessing his attendance at “free-and-easy” amusements—a sort of precursor to open-mic night at a modern comedy club—in the local saloons. If Orion caught the contradiction, he let it stand, running the letter unedited in the Hannibal Journal.

Orion was used to his brother’s japes. Sam’s first known foray into professional writing was a paragraph in the January 16, 1851, issue of the Hannibal Western Union. Titled “A Gallant Fireman,” the item mercilessly mocked Sam’s coworker, Jim Wolf, who had run off in panic the previous week after a fire broke out in the grocery store next to the newspaper. “Being of a snaillish disposition, even in his quickest moments, the fire had been extinguished during his absence,” Sam wrote. “He returned in the course of an hour, nearly out of breath, and thinking he had immortalized himself, threw his giant frame in a tragic attitude, and exclaimed, with an eloquent expression: ‘If that thar fire hadn’t bin put out, thar’d a’ bin the greatest combination of the age!’” Although hardly an immortal work of prose, the piece contained many aspects of Mark Twain’s basic style: frontier setting, use of the vernacular, love of the ridiculous, play on words (combination for conflagration), true-life situation, and mean, or at least stinging, wit. In its humble way, “A Gallant Fireman” is a virtual checklist of Twainian literary effects.

Clemens’s next journalistic venture, after disposing of Jim Wolf, was even more brutal—a brief but bitter feud with rival editor Josiah T. Hinton of the Hannibal Tri-Weekly Messenger. Hinton had raised Sam’s hackles by daring to attack Orion in print for complaining, in Orion’s mild and gentlemanly way, about stray dogs barking at night. From this, Hinton deduced “a fierce hater of the canine race pour[ing] out his vials of wrath.” Hinton stood foursquare behind man’s best friends. When Orion went to St. Louis on business for a few days in September 1852, leaving Sam temporarily in charge of the Journal, his brother saw an opening. Hinton had already become something of a laughingstock in Hannibal with his failed attempt to drown himself in Bear Creek—the same body of water from which Sam had been plucked by his alert nursemaid a few years earlier. Hinton’s mistake was to leave behind a brokenhearted suicide note, then wade out chest-deep into the creek before thinking better of it and wading back to shore, a sadder but perhaps a wiser man.

With Orion gone, Sam sprang to the attack. Alongside a woodcut showing Hinton with the head of a dog, advancing stalwartly toward Bear Creek, liquor bottle in hand, the Journal’s acting editor printed a breaking news item, “Local Resolves to Commit Suicide.” It was a “real dog-gerytype,” Sam joked, wishing peace to Hinton’s “re-manes” and signing the item, “A Dog-Be-Deviled Citizen.” A follow-up editorial chided Hinton for “failing in the patriotic work of ridding the country of a nuisance . . . by feeding his carcass to the fishes of Bear Creek.” Hinton attempted to fire back, complaining of his “obscene and despicable” treatment in the Journal, but by then the damage had been done. When Orion returned home and saw the smoldering remains of his rival, he immediately apologized in print for his brother’s “rather rough” jokes at a fellow journalist’s expense. There the matter died. But Sam, who never forgot either a slight or a joke, stored the event in his memory. For someone with at least the normal antipathy to physical violence, pencils at ten paces was a much more satisfying way to fight.

Sam took advantage of another Orion absence in May 1853 to typeset the first of what would become a lifelong series of hoaxes. “TERRIBLE ACCIDENT! 500 MEN KILLED AND MISSING!!!” the Journal headline screamed. Such mishaps were all too common along the river, and Hannibal residents were used to such waterborne calamities. With a mixture of relief, irritation, and grudging amusement—a typical reaction, one would assume, to Sam Clemens’s relentless larks—they scanned the lead paragraph: “We had set the above head up, expecting . . . to use it, but as the accident hasn’t yet happened, we’ll say (To be Continued).” Journalism would never be a sacred calling for Mark Twain.
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In the winter of 1854, midway through his eastern travels, Clemens paid a four-day visit to the nation’s capital. He judged the famous Washington landmarks to be fine specimens of architecture, but “sadly out of place” among the muddy roads and ramshackle hovels that made up much of the city. The Capitol itself was fine enough, but the political discourse taking place inside the Senate chamber failed to impress the callow young visitor. Michigan senator Lewis Cass, he thought, was “a fine looking old man,” but Illinois senator Stephen Douglas resembled a lawyer’s clerk, and New York senator William Seward was “a slim, dark, bony individual, and looks like a respectable wind would blow him out of the country.” Former Missouri senator Thomas Hart Benton, now sadly reduced to the House of the Representatives, was “a lion imprisoned in a cage of monkeys.”

Had he been more politically aware, Clemens might have realized that the day’s debate was far from commonplace. In fact, it was nothing less than epoch-making, the closing round of deliberations over the Kansas-Nebraska bill put forward by Douglas as a way around the ever-vexatious issue of slavery in the territories. By the time the full effects of the bill became apparent, the nation would find itself a long way down the slippery slope of civil war, with no clear way back to the top. Douglas, who was jockeying for the Democratic Party’s 1856 presidential nomination, had somehow convinced himself that the best way to accomplish that ambition was by abrogating the Missouri Compromise, which for the past thirty-four years had tenuously held the slave and free states at arm’s length, if not always at peace. The new act intended to put the slavery question directly into the hands of the people by means of what Douglas called “popular sovereignty,” or majority rule. Within weeks of its passage, the bill would bring angry swarms of proslavery zealots pouring out of Clemens’s home state into the adjacent Kansas Territory, where they would attempt to influence, at the point of a gun, their fellow citizens’ imperfect understanding of Douglas-style democracy.

After his flying visit to Washington, Clemens returned to New York and continued to eke out a precarious living at the printers’ table, earning a penurious twenty-three cents per “em” of type. A sudden downturn in the employment prospects of unconnected young printers, occasioned in part by a pair of ruinous fires at New York publishing houses, put him out of work that spring. Clemens returned reluctantly to the Midwest, rejoining his family in the riverfront village of Muscatine, Iowa, 220 miles north of Hannibal, where the always impecunious Orion had moved in search of another newspaper to run into the ground.

Sam made a dramatic entrance, wildly waving a secondhand pistol and threatening to use it “in self-defense.” The family watched carefully. It was only a joke, referencing Orion’s earlier refusal to loan him money to buy a gun, but it symbolized neatly the brothers’ always uneasy relationship. Sam stuck around Muscatine for a few months, reading and loafing, but the unfamiliar village was not his home. His undeveloped fondness for his new surroundings was further impeded by a knife-wielding lunatic who cornered him in a field one day and “threatened to carve me up . . . unless I acknowledged him to be the only son of the Devil.” Sam readily conceded the point.

Two months later he moved back to St. Louis and reclaimed his old job at the Evening News. Like much of the nation, St. Louis was enflamed just then by the specter of foreign immigrants clambering ashore in irresistible waves. The nativist Know-Nothing movement was in full swing, and Clemens arrived in the midst of a full-blown riot. Going with a friend to an armory near his boardinghouse, the would-be volunteer militiaman was issued a musket and sent out with the rest of his untrained company to put down a howling mob of local patriots. The riot lasted two days, but Clemens’s service was somewhat briefer. Marching toward the scene of the fighting, he asked his friend to hold his musket for him while he went in search of something to drink, “then I branched off and went home.” It was a pattern of behavior he would repeat often during his life.

While his brother was off fighting Know-Nothings on the streets of St. Louis, Orion married a nineteen-year-old Keokuk, Iowa, girl named Mary Eleanor “Mollie” Stotts and moved eighty miles downriver to her hometown, a tidy, brick-walled village atop a bluff overlooking the Des Moines and Mississippi rivers. There Orion took possession of a failed printing company, the Ben Franklin Book and Job Office, which was located on the third floor of a building on Keokuk’s Main Street. With a contract in hand to print the city’s first formal directory, Orion put his youngest brother, Henry, to work on the press and implored Sam to join them in the growing family concern.
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Partly to escape the civic strife in St. Louis, Sam accepted Orion’s offer, and for the next thirteen months he labored more or less diligently at the printing press, sharing a room with Henry on the premises and smoking an enormous Oriental-style water pipe in bed at night like a prairie-grown pasha. From time to time, the brothers annoyed the sharp-eared tenant below them, music teacher Oliver Isbell, by clomping about the premises in their boots. When Isbell complained one night about the noise, Sam immediately organized an impromptu militia unit and marched it back and forth for hours above Isbell’s studio. The teacher surrendered good-naturedly and promised Clemens free piano and banjo lessons in return for a little peace and quiet.

Keokuk, “a hotbed of rest,” in biographer Ron Powers’s happy phrase, provided Clemens with few other opportunities for mischief. He did what he could, simultaneously courting two girls named Ella and even escorting one of them to church. “I believe it was the first time I ever went to church; it was either the first time or the last time, I don’t know which,” he recalled a little vaguely. (It was neither.) He developed a serious crush on a bookish young student at nearby Iowa Wesleyan College, Ann Elizabeth Taylor, the daughter of a local alderman. The mostly theoretical affair eventually petered out, a casualty of time and distance, much to her father’s undoubted relief. The frustrated suitor, between dashing off bits of romantic doggerel, helped his brothers fill desultory job orders for cards, circulars, bills, posters, wedding invitations, and something rather vaguely described as “colored work.”

With a newfound interest in the life of the mind, Sam purchased a book on phrenology by St. Louis minister George Summer Weaver and carefully copied out the reverend’s description of the “sanguine temperament.” Phrenology, the divining of supposed character traits by feeling the lumps on one’s head, was something of a national craze. The poet Walt Whitman was an early convert, cataloguing his traits in “Song of the Broad-Axe” as “voluptuous, inhabitive, combative, conscientious, alimentive, intuitive, of copious friendship, sublimity, firmness, self-esteem, comparison, individuality, form, locality, eventuality.” Clemens’s own phrenological characteristics, Sam noted proudly, indicated “activity, quickness, suppleness to all the motions of the body and mind; great elasticity and buoyancy of spirit; readiness, and even fondness for change; suddenness and intensity of feelings; impulsiveness, and hastiness in character, great warmth of both anger and love. . . . It loves excitement, noise, bluster, fun, frolic, high times, great days, mass meetings, camp meetings, big crowds.” Orion, by contrast, was a classic case of the “nervous temperament,” which, in contradiction of its somewhat negative name, supposedly produced “geniuses, precocious children, and people of purely intellectual habits and tastes.” Orion, it must be said, was none of these.

Epitomizing perhaps his sanguine temperament, Sam considered going to South America and opening up “a trade in coca,” a wondrous and still little known plant whose energy-enhancing qualities he had read about in a government pamphlet. With the help of a fifty-dollar bill he miraculously found plastered against the wall of a Keokuk house (so he claimed, at any rate), Clemens intended to work his way down the Mississippi River to New Orleans, where he would board a vessel bound for Brazil. He made it as far as Cincinnati. After a few unfulfilling months setting type in the Queen City for T. Wrightson & Company, the would-be cocaine baron boarded the steamboat Paul Jones and resumed his journey to South America. By the time the boat docked in New Orleans twelve days later, his career plans had changed dramatically.

[image: image]

A quarter of a century later, writing as Mark Twain, Clemens would describe that change in loving, evocative detail in his bestselling memoir, Life on the Mississippi. In that book, Twain recounted his transformation from itinerant typesetter to “good average St. Louis and New Orleans pilot,” introducing the world to the agent of that miraculous change, Captain Horace Bixby, and dozens of other vivid characters, not least of whom was Twain himself. He would meet the first real love of his life, a little slip of a girl named Laura Wright, on the river, but it was the Mississippi itself that he fell most deeply in love with, and he would remember that attachment with undiluted, misty-eyed affection for the rest of his life.

Bixby was a good if idiosyncratic teacher, and Clemens quickly became his prize pupil. They got off to a stumbling start (Sam thought Bixby was just making conversation when he carefully pointed out various Mississippi River landmarks and danger spots), causing the captain to explode: “Taking you by and large, you do seem to be more different kinds of an ass than any creature I ever saw before.” The neophyte riverman soon learned his lesson, purchasing a small memorandum book and carefully jotting down Bixby’s every offhand observation. There was a lot to learn. Bixby’s empire stretched from New Orleans to St. Louis, twelve hundred miles on the lower Mississippi, each mile menaced by ever-shifting currents, riptides, shallows, sandbars, quicksand, floating islands, sunken rocks, sunken trees, sunken boats, loose debris, and the ever-present dangers of collisions with other boats, shipboard fires, and boiler explosions.

Still, with all its attendant dangers, the life of a steamboat pilot was grandly romantic, particularly for a young man who had grown up beside the river. Gradually, Sam learned how to be a pilot. “The face of the water, in time, became a wonderful book,” he remembered fondly, “a book that was a dead language to the uneducated passenger, but which told its mind to me without reserve, delivering its most cherished secrets as clearly as if it uttered them with a voice.” After two years of learning the river as an unpaid cub for Bixby and other experienced pilots, Clemens became fully licensed on April 9, 1859, an achievement that remained ever afterward the single proudest moment of his life. “Your true pilot cares nothing about anything on earth but the river, and his pride in his occupation surpasses the pride of kings,” he observed

Moving regularly between a room at the Pilots’ Association club in New Orleans and his sister’s house in St. Louis, Clemens over the next two years made no fewer than 120 trips up and down the river. An average trip took about twenty-five days, not counting time spent in port. Some nine hundred steamboats plied the Mississippi below St. Louis, carrying loads of cotton, tobacco, sugar, livestock, farming equipment, even the U.S. mail. A boat could accommodate some two hundred passengers, many of them professional gamblers or prostitutes. Loaded to the gunnels, the flat-bottomed boats barely cleared the surface of the river. They needed twelve feet of water to float freely, hence the steersman’s welcome cry of “Mark twain!” or two fathoms, signifying at least temporary safety. Even the most careful of pilots could run into trouble, natural or man-made, on a typical trip. Clemens was at the wheel for three such mishaps: crashing the City of Memphis into another steamboat in New Orleans harbor, running the A. B. Chambers onto a sandbar in the fog, and grounding the Alonzo Child during a race with another boat. Despite his somewhat mixed record, Clemens retained the confidence of his fellow professionals, although in retrospect his assessment of himself as a “good average” pilot seems, if anything, a trifle generous.

It was the golden age of steamboating, before railroads supplanted rivers as the nation’s chief conduit of the goods, and Sam and his fellow pilots were lords of all they surveyed. At a princely salary of $250 a month, he could afford to live well, dining on oysters, shrimp, mushrooms, and brandy in fine New Orleans restaurants, and sending money home to his always impoverished mother. (He even sent Orion a pair of twelve-dollar alligator boots.) To his everlasting regret, Sam brought his eighteen-year-old brother Henry into the life, finding him an entry-level position as mud clerk, an unpaid job that mainly involved checking off inventory as it was loaded onto boats. In the summer of 1858, the two brothers were working together on the Pennsylvania when Sam got into an altercation with another pilot over Henry’s alleged malfeasance of duty. Put off the boat by Captain John Klinefelter to avoid further fisticuffs, Sam was spared a gruesome fate. On June 13, seventy miles below Memphis, Pennsylvania’s steam boiler exploded, killing 120 passengers and crew, including Henry Clemens, who fatally inhaled white-hot steam while trying to rescue others. Sam, following two days behind his brother’s boat, passed the bloated bodies of victims still bobbing unrecovered in the water. Henry, who had been taken to a hospital in Memphis, died eight days later without regaining consciousness.

Henry’s death permanently haunted Sam, who blamed himself for his brother’s fate. (The date of Henry’s death, June 21, is the same date on which Hank Morgan, the antihero of A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, is scheduled to die at the stake as a heretic.) Even so, he could not stay away from the river for long. Over the course of the next three years, he served aboard eighteen different steamboats, beginning with the Colonel Crossman and ending with the Alonzo Child. His close brush with death won Clemens the unwanted nickname of “Lucky.”

Sam briefly adopted another river-inspired sobriquet, “Sergeant Fathom,” when he published a spoof in the New Orleans Daily Crescent in May 1859. Titled “River Intelligence,” the piece lampooned fellow pilot Isaiah Sellers, a self-important old windbag who frequently unburdened himself of unsought advice and interminable reminiscence in the pages of the New Orleans Picayune. Clemens had sailed with Sellers aboard the William M. Morrison, and the older man had struck him one night with a boot. Now came the payback. Writing in Sellers’s familiar sententious voice, Clemens recounted a ridiculous trip upriver in 1763 with a Chinese captain and a howling crew of Choctaw Indians, one of the sergeant’s 1,450 trips upriver since “me and De Soto discovered the Mississippi.” The broadly written burlesque drew blood as well as laughs, and the humiliated Sellers never published another column. As he had discovered with his written attack on Josiah T. Hinton in Hannibal a few years earlier, Clemens with a few well-chosen words could blast an unsuspecting target into oblivion. It was an experience that would never grow old.
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However satisfying, “River Intelligence” would be Clemens’s last piece of writing for several years. He was too busy piloting steamboats to poke fun at other pilots, most of whom he liked well enough, anyway. He rejected, as usual, Orion’s advice, this time to write travel letters for newspapers, noting that “I cannot correspond with a newspaper, because when one is learning the river, he is not allowed to do or think of anything else.” He did take the time to attend Mardi Gras in New Orleans, where he observed hundreds of men, women, and children “in fine, fancy, splendid, ugly, coarse, ridiculous, grotesque laughable costumes. . . . [A]n American has not seen the United States until he has seen the Mardi-Gras in New Orleans.”

He further delved into the flamboyant underside of New Orleans life in February 1861 when he visited a fortune-teller, Madame Caprell, who for the bargain price of two dollars foretold with some accuracy both his immediate and long-term future. Her subject, she said, had been thrown into a wandering life by the sudden death of his father. (Not strictly true, but close enough.) He had written a great deal—“You write well,” she said, in what constitutes the first known literary criticism of Mark Twain—and he would write even more in the future. He was in love with a young girl (Laura Wright, presumably) who was “not remarkably pretty, but very intelligent, educated, and accomplished.” That girl would always be his first love, the mystic foresaw, but the lovers would “never break through the ice” between them since “you are both entirely too proud.” Madame Caprell also had some advice for Orion, which Clemens happily passed along. Orion, she said, was “too visionary—always flying off on a new hobby.” If only he would devote himself fully to politics, he might hold government office one day, even run for Congress. The image of hangdog, perpetually underachieving Orion bestriding the halls of the nation’s capital was too rich to be believed. Sam, for his part, found it hilarious.
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Four months after his visit to Madame Caprell’s salon, Clemens was back in Hannibal, idling about the docks with his boyhood friends. The erstwhile riverboat pilot understood that, for the foreseeable future at least, the most glorious part of his life was over. Irresistibly drawn back to the river, Sam was slouching about the levee one afternoon with Sam Bowen, Will’s younger brother, and another out-of-work pilot, Absalom Grimes, when an arriving steamboat slid into place, unloading a troop of blue-clad soldiers. Their commanding officer, a spruce young lieutenant, approached the three able-bodied Missourians, demanded to know their identities, and brusquely informed them that they were to be drafted into the Union Army. He had orders to see to it himself, taking them to St. Louis to be sworn into service. It was Clemens’s worst nightmare sprung suddenly to life.

After a quick trip downriver aboard the Harry Johnson, the dispirited trio was escorted into the headquarters of Brigadier General John B. Grey, commander of the District of St. Louis. Appealing to their patriotism, Grey told the three friends they were needed to pilot Union troopships up the Missouri River to Boonville. They protested that they only knew the Mississippi, but the general was unmoved. “You could follow another boat up the Missouri River if she had a Missouri pilot on her, could you not?” he asked. They admitted as much. “That is all that is necessary,” Grey said. Just then a pair of stylishly dressed ladies appeared at the general’s door and asked for a word in private. When he stepped across the hall to see what they wanted, Clemens, Bowen, and Grimes took the heaven-sent opportunity to hightail it out the side door and escape to Hannibal. Their unexpected brush with Union service had the immediate effect of driving the young men into the waiting arms of the Confederate Army, or what passed for the Confederate Army at the time, the newly formed Marion Rangers.

Named for the county of its nativity, the Marion Rangers was the brainchild of Hannibal attorney John Robards, or RoBards, as he grandly styled himself pour la guerre. At its height, the company numbered a mere fifteen members, including Robards, Clemens, Grimes, Sam Bowen, and assorted other friends. In late June, the Rangers assembled on the farm of Mexican War veteran John Ralls, a former colonel who swore them into service in the name of Missouri governor Claiborne Jackson. (Jackson was busy, just then, retreating from the Union forces that had defeated him at Boonville on June 17.) The Rangers, a very democratic group of guerrillas, immediately held an election for officers. William Ely was elected captain, Asa Glascock first lieutenant, and Sam Clemens second lieutenant. Sam Bowen, who had nominated Clemens, was selected first sergeant. By the time all the officers and noncommissioned officers had been chosen, there were only three or four men left over to serve as privates—which was probably just as well, since no one deigned to take orders from anyone else. Clemens, mounted precariously atop a fractious yellow mule named “Paint Brush,” rode to war equipped with a valise, a carpetbag, a pair of blankets, a quilt, a frying pan, an old-fashioned Kentucky squirrel rifle, twenty yards of rope, and an umbrella. (The would-be Mars was prone to sunburn.)
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