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PREFACE


THIS BIOGRAPHY BEGINS when its subject is already thirty-one and a journalist in San Francisco. A few words to explain this abruptness may be in order. Samuel Clemens’ early years—which cover his childhood along the Mississippi, his careers as printer’s apprentice, itinerant typesetter, river pilot, Confederate irregular, Western prospector and newspaper reporter—were both his basic endowment in raw experience and his favorite subject. He was always his own biographer, and the books he wrote about these years are incomparably the best possible accounts, even if they may not always be the truest (and it is possible to argue that Clemens’ omissions and reshapings in themselves suggest a kind of truth). But the central drama of his mature literary life was his discovery of the usable past. He began to make this discovery in his early and middle thirties—a classic watershed age for self-redefinition—as he explored the literary and psychological options of a new, created identity called Mark Twain. And this usable past, imaginatively transformed into literature, was to occupy him for the rest of his life. Moreover, the terms and directions of his discovery were dictated not only from within but also by his exuberant response to the three or four decades of American life after the Civil War. Near the beginning of this period, Mark Twain named it the Gilded Age, and to a remarkable degree his life is a function of his involvement. The way in which he first sighted the challenges and rewards of his period, grappled with them, and derived from them fulfillment as well as crushing disillusionments, is, I believe, an integral story which may also make us question some of the stereotypes of the Gilded Age.

Albert Bigelow Paine began his authorized biography of Mark Twain in 1906, while his subject was still living. The book is monumental and indispensable, and any latter-day biographer is grateful for firsthand knowledge that Paine alone had. The price he paid for this knowledge was a certain sacrifice of perspective in time—a full one third of his book covers the relatively barren period between 1900 and 1910—and in materials. Since 1912, when Paine’s book was published, an immense scholarly as well as critical literature about Mark Twain has sprung up. Some of this literature now makes the biographer’s job in part one of synthesis. Another area of it, newly published primary materials—for example, the two volumes of Mark Twain-William Dean Howells correspondence published in 1960—comes with such a richness and scrupulosity of supporting information that part of the biographer’s job is already done for him. I hope that the Notes at the back of this book will show the extent of my debt to the work of others.

Through the liberality of Paine’s successors as literary editors, the vast treasurehouse of Mark Twain’s papers has been opened to scrutiny. Among these papers, now at the University of California at Berkeley, are copies of material from other collections, including the Clifton Waller Barrett Library of American Literature at the University of Virginia. To Henry Nash Smith, former editor of the Mark Twain Papers, and to Frederick Anderson, their present editor, I wish to express my thanks not only for access to the collection but also for innumerable kindnesses and courtesies over the past six years. For permission to consult other manuscript materials by Mark Twain and his circle, and for help along the way, I am also indebted to Dr. John Gordan and Mrs. Lola Sladitz at the Henry W. and Albert A. Berg Collection of the New York Public Library, to Donald Gallup of the American Literature Collection of the Yale University Library, and to the curators of the manuscript collections of the Library of Congress, the Boston Public Library, The New-York Historical Society, and the Houghton Library at Harvard.

For encouragement and invigoration I shall always be grateful to James M. Cox and Howard Mumford Jones. Dr. Peter H. Knapp and Professor Roland Boyden jogged the writing of this book by kindly inviting me to try out, in a preliminary form, some of the chapters and ideas in talks at, respectively, the Division of Psychiatry of Boston University School of Medicine and Marlboro College in Vermont. It is a pleasure to thank old friends in publishing: Herbert M. Alexander, who suggested this book; M. Lincoln Schuster, who encouraged it; and Joseph Barnes, who saw it through. From the start I have benefited from my wife Anne’s gifts as storyteller and judgment as editor.

—J.K.

Cambridge, Massachusetts

December 1965

Mr. Clemens and Mark Twain





CHAPTER ONE
“A roving commission”


I

IN 1866 PEOPLE IN A HURRY to go East from California still retraced the route of the Forty-niners. They went by ship from San Francisco down the coast of Mexico to San Juan del Sur in Nicaragua, crossed the Isthmus jungle by mule, wagon, and boat, and at Greytown, on the eastern side, they took passage in another ship for New York. If spared storm, engine breakdown, epidemic, and quarantine, they reached their destination in a little under four weeks. By 1869 the Central Pacific and the Union Pacific would be joined at Promontory Point in Utah, and on the new road the traveler would be able to ride, dine, and sleep his way in a Pullman Palace Car from San Francisco to New York in ten days. The continent would be spanned by rail, and this triumph of engineering and venture capitalism would signal a change in the face and character of the nation, the speeding of the frontier’s end, and the exposure of the Crédit Mobilier, that massive scandal which, like the trial of the Reverend Henry Ward Beecher on the charge of committing adultery with a parishioner, was a symptom of what would soon be called the Gilded Age. Standing on the deck of the sidewheeler America of the Opposition Line as it left San Francisco at noonday in bright sunlight on December 15, 1866, Sam Clemens, just turned thirty-one, was facing eastward toward his future and leaving the frontiers which nurtured him, which he celebrated and eventually symbolized.

Diffidently and erratically, already past the age when others have chosen their vocation, he was beginning to choose his. For over four years he had been a journalist in Nevada and California, with a brief assignment in the Sandwich Islands, and the pseudonym “Mark Twain,” on its way to becoming an identity in itself, was already famous in the West. In 1865, on the advice of Artemus Ward, he had sent to New York a flawless story about the Calaveras mining camps. It was published in the Saturday Press on November 18, and soon after, by way of newspaper exchanges, it was reprinted all over the country; even so, Clemens soon found out, it was the frog that was celebrated, not its author. His most powerful ambitions, he wrote to his older brother, Orion (the Clemenses accented the first syllable of the name), three weeks before this taste of national success, had been to be a preacher or a river pilot. He had given up on the first because he lacked “the necessary stock in trade—i.e., religion.” He had succeeded at the second, and it was the outbreak of the Civil War, not his choice, that had cut his career short. Now he felt he had “a ‘call’ to literature, of a low order—i.e., humorous.” His vocation, though so far he lacked the education and training for it, was “to excite the laughter of God’s creatures,” and he was going to work at it. He wanted to strike a bargain with Orion, who had passed the zenith of his career after serving as secretary and sometimes acting governor of the Nevada Territory and was now embarked on thirty years of drift and vacillation: Sam would apply himself to exciting the laughter of God’s creatures if Orion would apply himself to any one rational pursuit. “You had better shove this in the stove,” he said at the end, in ironic reference to the seriousness of his call: “I don’t want any absurd ‘literary remains’ and ‘unpublished letters of Mark Twain’ published after I am planted.” In other ways, too, his vocation was becoming clear to him. During the autumn months before he sailed for New York he gave a humorous lecture about the Sandwich Islands. After a seizure of stage fright so intense that he felt he saw the face of death, he discovered a new area of triumph. He could dominate his audience, make it laugh and respond at his will. With his shuffling entrance, solemn face, and attenuated delivery he could not escape comparison with Artemus Ward, the prince of platform entertainers and his mentor, but he was developing a style and presence all his own that captivated audiences in San Francisco and Sacramento, Grass Valley, Red Dog, You Bet, and Gold Hill.

At the end of his farewell lecture in San Francisco he spoke about the California of the future as a promised land. Now, as unofficial publicist, he carried in his cabin on the America evidences of the Pacific Slope Golconda—specimens of quartz, fruits of miraculous size and quality, the wines which were soon to be so popular in the East that French wines were sometimes relabeled as California. He had a sheaf of letters of introduction to Eastern clergymen, Beecher among them, to politicians and editors, to solid citizens who might sponsor him if he decided to lecture. He was the shipboard celebrity, and as Mark Twain his name headed the list of cabin passengers. He was leaving behind him, he wrote to his mother in St. Louis, “more friends than any newspaperman that ever sailed out of the Golden Gate. The reason I mention this with so much pride is because our fraternity generally leave none but enemies here when they go.” He craved affection and admiration, found them in the laughter and astonishment of his lecture audience, and they came to be the basic conditions he needed in order to be creative and happy. But despite his growing sense of vocation and his growing fame, at thirty-one—more than half a man’s life expectancy then—he had made no real commitment to place, social goal, or identity. He belonged to a professional group that came and went and seldom rooted. He had been a wanderer on and off since 1853; his home was in his valise. His haunts were saloons and police courts, the morgue, and the stage doors of San Francisco’s flourishing theaters. He moved among a subculture of reporters, entertainers, actors, theater managers, acrobats, ladies of the chorus, prospectors, and short-term promoters. As he was to tell his future mother-in-law, he was “a man of convivial ways and not averse to social drinking.” This was an understatement: he had been Artemus Ward’s companion on a marathon bender in Virginia City, and according to some in the West the name Mark Twain had more to do with marking up drinks on credit than it did with the Mississippi. Life on the Coast was full of queer vicissitudes, he said, and his own life there was no exception. One moment he lived high on oysters, salmon, cold fowl, and champagne at “heaven on the half shell,” the Occidental Hotel; the next moment he was out of work, in debt, even in jail, having too pointedly commented on the brutalities of the San Francisco police. One night early in 1866 he put a pistol to his head. “Many times I have been sorry I did not succeed,” he reflected more than forty years later, “but I was never ashamed of having tried.” At one low point a local editor described him in print as a “Bohemian from the sage-brush” who was a jailbird, bailjumper, deadbeat, and alcoholic. Sam Clemens, the editor insinuated, had been rolled in a whorehouse and probably had a venereal disease; in any case, he concluded, Sam would not be missed in the city by the Golden Gate. Even for an era of scurrilous journalism this was a frightful attack, and Sam’s answer was to depart, in silence, for the Hawaiian Islands. Such was the history that later caught up with him, and seriously threatened his chances, when he invaded the staidness of Elmira, New York, and asked for the hand of Olivia Langdon.

Now, scarcely two years before his first visit to Elmira, marriage and equilibrium seemed equally remote. In California he had been melancholy and restless, alternately idle and desperately industrious. His jokes and hoaxes were often strident and brassy, betraying raw nerve endings whipped by guilt about his family and by an oppressive sense of obligation to them. The youngest of the surviving Clemenses and once his mother’s despair, Sam was now the hope of the family. A crippled household—his sixty-three-year-old mother, Jane, a widow since 1847, his widowed sister, Pamela Moffett, and Orion—depended on him more and more to rescue them from a long pattern of bankruptcy and foreclosure. Before, in his letters to them he had always been “Sam.” Now, from time to time, he signed himself “Mark,” token not only of his celebrity, which might reflect itself on them, but also of his independence. Still he missed them, and a small part of his purpose in going East was to end a separation of close to six years. With a traveling-correspondent’s commission from the Alta California of San Francisco to supply weekly letters at twenty dollars each, he had first planned to sail for Peking on the January mail boat, to stay in China for a while, and then to go around the world to the Paris Exposition. He postponed the China trip, even though he was certain he was throwing away a fortune by not going. He wanted to see the States again. He now planned to go to New York, visit his family in St. Louis, then travel around the world by way of France, Italy, India, China, and Japan, and return to San Francisco. His plan was casual and changeable, but as the America carried him toward the East it carried him toward the lasting commitments of his life.

It was an inauspicious voyage. The first night out great seas broke over the steamer, sweeping away gunwales and timbers and flooding the forward staterooms with enough water to float a case of claret, and the lifeboats were readied. During the calmer days that followed, as they sailed within sight of the Mexican coast, Clemens came to know the captain who brought them through that night, a Connecticut Yankee—he was born in Westport—who by sea had followed the course of American empire westward. Ned Wakeman was already a California folk hero. He had been under piracy charges in 1850 for stealing a paddlewheel steamer from under the sheriff’s nose in New York and sailing her around the Horn. In San Francisco he had served as a vigilante and hanged at least two men. For such services the citizens honored him with a silver speaking trumpet, a breast-pin cluster of nine diamonds, and a gold watch, which, along with a gold anchor and a gold ring, hung from his neck on a massy chain seven feet long. Bearded and big-bellied, he was tattooed from head to foot—with the Goddess of Liberty holding the Stars and Stripes, a clipper ship under full sail, Christ on the Cross, and an assortment of Masonic devices. Wakeman was a blasphemer of remarkable vividness, something of an eccentric theologian, and above all a teller of stories about rats as big and lean as greyhounds, about snakes as long as a ship’s mainmast was high, and about the Monkey Islands, where his first mate counted ninety-seven million monkeys before the pencils wore out and his arm became paralyzed with ciphering. A week out of San Francisco Sam concluded, “I’d rather travel with that portly, hearty, boisterous, good-natured sailor, Captain Ned Wakeman, than with any other man I ever came across.” More than forty years after this voyage, after a few more meetings and many more stories (including a dream of Wakeman’s about sailing to heaven), Wakeman still lived in Mark Twain’s imagination as an archangel. In the story Mark Twain published in 1909 Wakeman on the deck of his storm-beaten ship became Captain Stormfield, who raced comets to heaven like a reckless river pilot, and “Stormfield” was the name of Mark Twain’s villa on top of a hill in Connecticut, his last home.

When Clemens left the America to cross the Isthmus, he left behind, in the heroic, dominating apparition of Wakeman, the only brightness in a depressing voyage which in all other respects resembled the dark fantasy voyages he was to write about in the 1890s, when he was heartbroken and bankrupt. There had been one death already, a child, who was buried at sea. On the overland trip cholera entered the steerage class, and once they boarded the San Francisco at Greytown it spread through the ship and along the entire social scale, from barber to Episcopalian clergyman. Before they reached New York it claimed at least eight lives. “The passengers say we are out of luck,” Clemens wrote in his notebook, plainly frightened, “and that it is a doomed voyage.” He reminded himself to get a list of the dead from the first officer to telegraph to his paper, if they should ever reach port. The engine had begun to break down, there were three failures in three days, and the ship drifted by the hour. The living and the dying were filled with brandy, and for their amusement a drunken monkey, fed a brandy-soaked banana or a square drink, and dressed in black pants and a vest—gift of the ship’s sewing circle—tottered and screeched in the rigging.

Throughout this voyage, even with death so near at hand, the face of gentility frowned on Clemens. A lady all in brown, backbiter, gossip—“damned old meddling moralizing fool”—said he drank too much, was often as drunk as the piper that played before Moses, played cards all night, was coarse and disgusting and clearly not a gentleman. He liked to sing, but the choir group that sang “Marching through Georgia” and “When Johnny Comes Marching Home” would have none of him. His drawl was unmistakably that of a Southerner. (He would not want to tell them that at the beginning of the war he had got himself sworn in as a Confederate irregular, but had deserted after two weeks of rain and retreat and had gone West for the duration.) On the lake steamer that took him across the Isthmus he had twice been offended by pursers who let other first-cabin passengers and even some from steerage go on deck unchallenged but said to him, “None but first cabin allowed up here. You first cabin?” He was ostentatiously shabby, but he was first cabin and had known celebrity, and he resented the emphatic “you.” Among bohemians he was content to be a bohemian with a suggestion of the roughneck. The ship’s manifest, drawn up by a playful officer, listed him as “Mark Twain, barkeeper, San Francisco,” and he liked that.

But there was another side to his identity, a side which he had kept hidden in the West and which now bitterly minded even petty rejections by these farflung pickets of Eastern gentility. His father, John Marshall Clemens, had been a man of precise and grammatical manners, a lawyer and holder of public office. He was a chronic business failure as farmer, storekeeper, trader, and land speculator, and his wife and children were accustomed to being poor, but still he was known as Judge Clemens, was president of the Library Association and chairman of the Committee on Roads, and was accounted one of the first citizens of Hannibal. Along with pride in his Virginia ancestry he left to his family when he died in 1847 about seventy thousand acres of land in Fentress County, Tennessee, and his widow and children considered themselves prospectively rich. So far the land was good only for potatoes and wild grass, but coal, copper, and iron deposits might be discovered any day now, a new railroad would triple the value of the land, a visionary new purchaser might turn up—with such chimeras Jane, Orion, and Pamela were to occupy themselves long after Sam forswore the whole bitter business. They had been landowners and slaveholders, and among their other grandeurs they claimed a relationship to a Roundhead judge who had sent King Charles I to the block; they also claimed a wondrously exiguous connection with the earls of Durham. They were respectable gentry, poor now, but with hopes, and among these hopes, second only to the Tennessee land, was Sam.

He was, at the very least, already a double creature. He wanted to belong, but he also wanted to laugh from the outside. The Hartford literary gentleman lived inside the sagebrush bohemian. But even outwardly Sam Clemens was far different from any conventional Western journalist and rough. He had been a sickly infant, born two months prematurely, and had barely survived his first two years. He grew up sparely built, small-boned, with narrow sloping shoulders, five feet eight inches tall, a contrast with the brawny miners he knew in Nevada; all his life he liked to elaborate fantasies about small men with unsuspected gigantic strength who were always surprising people with it. His head, like a child’s, seemed too large for his body. He had delicate hands, which quivered when he was stirred, and tapering fingers with pink nails. His mouth, Kipling said, was “as delicate as a woman’s.” He was sensitive about animals, timid about asking questions of strangers, and he was fastidious. When Clemens had been in the East for only a few years, William Dean Howells noticed something about him that was remarkable in an American of the time and especially remarkable in a Westerner: he never pawed, he was no back-slapper or arm-squeezer, he avoided touching other people. He was excitable, easily hurt, desperately hungry for affection and tenderness, often depressed, capable of great rage and greater remorse. He remained, in many ways, a child demanding attention in a nursery which was as large as the world; his wife was to call him “Youth” and “Little Man,” and to Howells he had the heart of a willful boy.

On the last night at sea, off the New Jersey coast, came the last death of this voyage which had been as spectral as any of Mark Twain’s voyage fantasies. The medical report, in order to circumvent quarantine, read “dropsy.” On the morning of January 12, 1867, twenty-seven and a half days out of San Francisco, Clemens breathed in the biting air on the upper deck as his ship passed the snow-covered houses of Staten Island and crushed its way through the ice toward Castle Garden and the city that lay north of it, a forest of church steeples palisaded by masts.

II

To be in New York in 1867 was to be at the scrambling center of American life. Six years of war and peace had made it a city of extremes and contradictions, where the best and the worst, the highest and the lowest, existed side by side in sunshine and shadow, in splendor and squalor. The white marble palace of A. T. Stewart, the merchant prince who vied with William B. Astor for the title of richest man in the city, rose in Italianate grandeur over the shanties behind Fifth Avenue. The old aristocracy, cultivated and traveled, claimed that inflation was crushing them, and they moved into remote new streets uptown to wait for the crash that would bring back the old order. Prosperous crowds and a tremendous traffic of vehicles surged along Broadway, directed by the elite of the police force. But in the Five Points section of the lower East Side, home of ragpickers, prostitutes, new immigrants, and the desperate poor, crime reached a level of such frequency and violence that the police were afraid even to patrol. On Sundays the upright and well-dressed, acceptable in the sight of both Lorenzo Delmonico and the Deity, went to services at Bishop Southgate’s or across the river at Henry Ward Beecher’s in Brooklyn, to be reassured that godliness and prosperity went hand in hand, mostly to see and be seen, the ladies patting their tiny hats which looked like jockey saddles and batter cakes. On Sundays those of New York’s ten thousand saloons that observed the closing laws sent their customers thronging by ferryboat to the doggeries of Hoboken.

New York’s port faced east toward Europe, and the city was shipping center, temple of trade and commerce. Wartime finance had made Wall Street powerful. The city’s population of nearly one and a half million, the largest in the country, supported five major newspapers, some of them with national circulation and influence. Fashion and manners were dictated from Manhattan Island. Its twelve or so theaters and palaces of entertainment—the number subject to change with each fire alarm—were supported, then as ever, by outlanders who could choose among a variety of attractions that included leg shows, melodrama, and Barnum’s Happy Family. The city had already become the printing, publishing, and book-manufacturing center of the nation. It was no Boston; high culture had not flourished in New York. It had a literary tradition of a sort, ranging from Washington Irving and James Fenimore Cooper to the group led by Walt Whitman and the publisher Henry Clapp that before the war had crowded into Pfaff’s beer cellar under the Broadway pavement near Bleecker Street. But the tradition was miscellaneous, flavored with journalism, never deeply rooted. Both William Dean Howells and Thomas Bailey Aldrich, soon to become custodians of the Boston tradition, served briefly in the New York literary world in the 1860s. They were not sorry to leave. “Better fifty years of Boston than a cycle of New York,” said Howells. The city was dedicated to popular culture, but it also originated a few literary and intellectual magazines that conferred almost as much distinction on their contributors as the august Atlantic, if no money at all. The Nation, started by E. L. Godkin three months after Appomattox, was New York in nativity even if, as some claimed, it was mainly Bostonian in spirit. Henry Clapp’s urbane, venturesome, and incurably penniless Saturday Press had just gone broke, but not before publishing Walt Whitman as well as “Jim Smiley and His Jumping Frog.” A month before Sam Clemens arrived in New York Harper’s New Monthly Magazine published his “Forty-three Days in an Open Boat,” his account of the survivors of the burned clipper ship Hornet. (The following May he was mortified to discover that in the magazine’s annual index he was listed as “Mark Swain.”)

When William Dean Howells came to Boston in 1860, at the age of twenty-three, he was a pilgrim from the Midwest worshiping at the feet of New England’s literary great. It was with a sense of entering another world altogether that this postulant sat through a four-hour dinner in a private room at the Parker House with Dr. Oliver Wendell Holmes, who had given the Atlantic its name, James T. Fields, its publisher, and James Russell Lowell, its editor in chief. With an informality Howells would never have guessed in Columbus, Ohio, these eminences addressed each other as “James” and “Wendell,” as if they were all still boys together. About the time the coffee came in, the dapper little doctor cast a smiling glance at Howells and, turning to Lowell, said, “Well, James, this is something like the apostolic succession; this is the laying on of hands.” For Howells this was intoxication. Even though it was to be six years yet, and by way of a term as American consul in Venice and literary journalist in New York, before he came to the Atlantic as assistant editor (and eleven years before the title of editor in chief, in apostolic succession, would be bestowed upon him), Howells had a sure, unwavering vocation in Boston and in literature. Sam Clemens came to New York not as a pilgrim but as a miner staking out a claim and beginning to work it. His ambitions were not those hallowed in literary Boston. They lay in a still-unmapped area bounded by journalism, humor, entertainment, and popular literature. He was convinced, after only a few months, that he had made the right choice in coming to this city. “Make your mark in New York, and you are a made man,” he reported, with a prophetic pun, to his California readers. “With a New York endorsement you may travel the country over, without fear—but without it you are speculating upon a dangerous issue.”

The city offered him abundant material for his travel letters. From his rooming house on East Sixteenth Street he set out daily to cover the sights. He kept to Broadway, he said, so as not to get lost, and he went on foot. The omnibuses were overcrowded, often mired in slush and traffic, and they swayed so violently that passengers had been known to become seasick; even a veteran rider could be flung to the street by a lurch, a whipping up of the horses. It was a cruel winter; rain and slush gave way to a treacherous hard freeze during which people crossing on the East River ice from Brooklyn to New York might find themselves trapped in mid-passage, the ice flashing into sudden fragments. Fourteen years earlier, as a wandering printer with a ten-dollar bill sewn into the lining of his coat, Sam had spent a brief summer in New York. He had visited the World’s Fair at the Crystal Palace, where each day came six thousand visitors, double the population of Hannibal, and he had taken a liking to the city; he had found it as hard to leave as Hannibal had been easy. Since then, he felt, it had become too big a city. A business trip or a friendly visit often took up a whole day, the streets were so congested and so full of distractions. They echoed with the sounds of hammering and building, of that tremendous activity which the end of the Civil War had unleashed in America. At Fulton Street a pedestrian bridge of cast iron—along with brownstone, iron was to the Gilded Age what limestone was to the age of the Pharaohs—was going up; the Broadway traffic had become too thick to be crossed any other way. Prices for board and lodging had nearly tripled since his first visit. Waiters and bartenders, barbers and cigar vendors had become insolent with prosperity, and all things and all men conspired to keep prices up. Eggs were sixty cents a dozen, whiskey and gin fifteen cents a drink; almost everyone was feeling the pinch of inflation. All in all, he figured, a single man of moderate habits might be able to get along on forty or fifty dollars a week, but he saw no hope for the married ones. There were beggars on the streets, blind men, peddlers who sold dancing animals on India-rubber strings. But these people on the very margin of existence were not the returned soldiers, he said in a sudden celebration of the national spirit. The heroes had been absorbed into civilian life. “It is hard even for an American to understand this,” he reported. “But it is a toiling, thinking, determined nation, this of ours, and little given to dreaming. Our Alexanders do not sit down and cry because there are no more worlds to conquer, but snatch off their coats and fall to shinning around and raising corn and cotton, and improving sewing machines.” Sam himself, beguiled as always by mechanical improvements, reported on a primitive typesetting machine which had a bank of keys like a melodeon, and, with that fatal inclination to hope and believe the utmost of such things, he passed on the information that the patent rights had brought “fabulous sums.”

Seeing the sights brought him to the fashionable churches; to the Russian Baths, where steam and ice showers, followed by a friendly drink with the manager, cured a bad cold and a feeling of oppression in the brain; to the theater, where he saw The Black Crook. This was a barely acceptable marriage of ballet and burlesque which nightly for years titillated huge audiences and whose appeal Sam candidly analyzed: “When they put beautiful clipper built girls on the stage in this new fashion, with only just barely clothes enough on to be tantalizing, it is a shrewd invention of the devil.” “The scenery and the legs are everything,” he concluded. One night he saw another facet of life in the East that would mean more to him than either church or theater. The Century Association, he told his readers, was the “most unspeakably respectable” club in the entire country. He noted the excellence of the brandy punch, the food, and the conversation and was struck by the singular fact that so few of the older members were bald. The hat sizes averaged about number eleven, he figured, and what impressed him most was that the club had a tendency to exclude those who had bank accounts but no brains. This was a long way from the land of the silver millionaires. “I have some idea of putting in my application,” he joked; “I won’t need to belong till I get old.” Within a decade Samuel L. Clemens of Hartford, Connecticut, would be the darling of such clubs—the Players and the Lotos in New York, the Savage in London—and in his old age it was from such clubs that, surfeited with banqueting and after-dinner speeches, he would make his way late at night to Riverdale or his last New York house, on lower Fifth Avenue.

Soon after arriving in New York he went to 25 Broadway to call on an old friend from the West. Frank Fuller, whom he had known as the wartime governor of the Utah Territory, was a tireless and enthusiastic experimenter. He had studied medicine under the guidance of Dr. Holmes, practiced dentistry in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, campaigned for Lincoln, organized a regiment, been admitted to the Nevada bar. After the war he accumulated a respectable fortune selling cloth treated with India rubber, excellent for buggy tops, and he found his permanent occupation as president of his own health food company in New York. He was a speculator and a promoter—an honest one—who later, during the 1870s and 1880s, involved or tried to involve Clemens in a number of schemes, including railroad bonds as good as gold and a revolutionary new steam engine for tugboats. He was a successful Orion—gentle and charming as Orion, but with luck. This entrepreneur now proposed that Sam should lecture in New York and promised to make the arrangements and to get him the organized support of the Californians in town. To this glowing proposal Sam’s response was one of cautious assent. He had not come East with any immediate plan to lecture there. His Alta California correspondence and miscellaneous journalism would keep him busy enough, he figured, and his Western friends had warned him he would have to be choicer in his language and more delicate in his humor lest he offend audiences in the East. A book like George Washington Harris’ Sut Lovingood’s Yarns, Western humor at the primitive base, would sell well in California, but, he predicted somewhat incorrectly, “the Eastern people will call it coarse and possibly taboo it.” Before he could entrust his reputation as a lecturer to Eastern audiences he would have to be sure of his timing and approach. “I’ll not do it yet,” he wrote to Orion’s wife. “I won’t do it until I have got my cards stacked to suit me. It is too hazardous a business for a stranger. I am not going to rush headlong in and make a fiasco of the thing when I may possibly make a success of it by going a little slow”—not his customary response to a new venture, but in this case the proper one. He was taking careful aim, and he was going to use his considerable skills as a promoter, his influence as a newspaperman, and his reputation as a humorous writer to stack the cards to suit him. In February he arranged with the New York Weekly, which had a circulation of over 100,000, for the reprinting of the Sandwich Island letters he had written the year before for the Sacramento Union. Part of the return was pure publicity. The editors twice informed their readers that Mark Twain was “about to deliver in this city his great lecture on the Sandwich Islands, which for a series of nights crowded the largest lecture room in San Francisco to suffocation. He cannot help succeeding here.”

His most precious letter of introduction was to Henry Ward Beecher, minister of Plymouth Church in Brooklyn, highly successful lyceum lecturer, and at fifty-four possibly the most celebrated man in the United States. By ten o’clock of any Sunday morning the pews of Beecher’s church were full, the pavement crowded with people trying to get in. Sam managed only a tiny stool in the gallery, jammed into a space about big enough for a spittoon. Beecher knew how to dominate and mesmerize an audience. Not handsome, homely even, he took off his overcoat, broad-brimmed farmer’s hat, and galoshes in full sight of his congregation, and then sat on a plain chair against the wall with the air of a manager who was pleased with a full house but never doubted he would have it. He exploited the contrast between these moments of repose and waiting and the time of illumination when, climbing onto a platform without rail or carpet, he read a few sentences from his manuscript and then abandoned it for an extemporaneous sermon that glittered with illustrations and worldly metaphors. His rich, resonant voice filled every corner of his elegant church, its white seats delicately beaded in brown. “He went marching up and down the stage,” Clemens reported, “sawing his arms in the air, hurling sarcasms this way and that, discharging rockets of poetry, and exploding mines of eloquence, halting now and then to stamp his foot three times in succession to emphasize a point.”

Beecher’s style had been formed at camp meetings and forest revivals in Indiana; he dealt in broad pyrotechnic effects, and he was an apostle of enthusiasm who described himself as a “cordial Christian Darwinist.” But for all this devotion to a muscular Christianity he was high-strung, a sensualist, an over-reactor. He loved flowers and would not find it grotesque that on the first day of his adultery trial his loyal parishioners decorated the courtroom with white flowers, emblems of purity (“like placing wreaths about the open manhole of a sewer,” Godkin wrote in the Nation). He was fascinated by small rare objects, by stuffed hummingbirds and unset gems. He called the stones his “color opiates,” and he carried them with him to gaze at and caress, to soothe him after his Sunday-morning performance left him limp with sweat. At the end the visiting journalist had a nearly overpowering impulse to applaud. Had it not been a church, he “could have started the audience with a single clap of the hands and brought down the house.” Sam Clemens was intoxicated with oratory in an age that adored it and that turned to it for entertainment as well as persuasion, and the pastor of Plymouth Church impressed him more as a showman than as a shepherd. His introduction to Beecher proliferated in a remarkable number of ways; their relationship was crucial for Clemens, but it could never become a friendship. Beecher was more than twenty years older, but aside from this there was something in him that Clemens found antipathetic, a hint of the religious mountebank and hypocrite. At one point Beecher even symbolized for him a flyblown quality of America in the 1870s, good meat that had hung too long. But now Clemens was pleased to be a guest at Beecher’s dinner table, to meet there Beecher’s famous sister Harriet Beecher Stowe, to be the beneficiary of Beecher’s advice on lecturing, publishing, and self-advancement in general. For a brief time he was caught in the strong toil of Beecher’s personality, and for much longer he was caught in a network of Beecher connections he could never escape from and could never altogether enjoy: in Elmira, Beecher’s brother Thomas was spiritual adviser to the Langdon family and married Olivia Langdon and Samuel Clemens; in Hartford there was Harriet, in her prime a phenomenon, in her dotage a nuisance; and also in Hartford there were two other sisters, one of whom, Isabella Hooker, was a snob for whom her neighbor Samuel Clemens remained coarse and a parvenu. The Quaker City voyage, which in a few months would take him abroad and toward fame as a writer, was at least in name sponsored by Beecher and Plymouth Church. (Twenty years later, Mark Twain the publisher figured that Beecher’s death, leaving unfinished a projected autobiography that the house was counting on, was going to cost the company at least $100,000.) “Henry Ward is a brick,” Sam told his mother a year after their first meeting. Into that flat jocular statement one can read his pride at a significant conquest and also the first intimations of boredom.

His natural social element, though, was not the clergy, not yet the established middle class, certainly not the members of the Century Association. Bohemia in San Francisco had been a transplant from New York, and New York’s Bohemia, in decline since the middle of the war, was in turn a transplant—and some, like Howells, felt it was a shallow-rooted one—from France. Postwar Bohemia in New York was an amorphous thing. It lacked the vital center that Henry Clapp, grown bitter and drinking himself to death, had once supplied at Pfaff’s. It was now chiefly composed of journalists living outside the conventional social order and pursuing an erratic hand-to-mouth existence. Still, “bohemian” describes Clemens’ literary and social coloration during his first months in the East. “That old day when bohemianism was respectable—ah, more than respectable, heroic”: so he would recall this period seventeen years later for a friend who had shared it with him, Edward H. House. House had been a music and drama critic in Boston and a Civil War correspondent for the New York Tribune, and he was now contributing occasional criticism to the paper. They met one morning in January at the Nassau Street office of Charles Henry Webb, poet, columnist, and editor, whom Clemens had known in San Francisco and who was credited by some as having brought New York bohemianism, the original, authentic article, to the West Coast. All three of them had singularly restless careers; for them to be in the same room together was a rare intersection in time. House was to have an interlude in Japan as professor of literature, return with a pension from the Emperor Mutsuhito, and become a speculator in theatrical attractions and a play adapter—a profession which in 1890 pitted him against Clemens in an abusive legal contest over stage rights to The Prince and the Pauper. By this time Clemens had decided that his old friend was a scoundrel, thief, “gigantic liar,” and “inconceivable hound.” Webb, after reading Moby Dick at the age of seventeen, had signed on a whaler and sailed four years in the South Seas and the Arctic; later he covered Bull Run for the New York Times and the passing scene for the Sacramento Union and the Golden Era. With Bret Harte he founded and edited the Californian, a distinguished literary journal to which Clemens contributed and which, during its short life, showed that there was real literary vitality on the Pacific Slope. The magazine bankrupted him, as did his mining speculations; his satires on California patriotism proved too uncomfortable for the natives, and if he had not left San Francisco by ship in 1866 he might have left it on a rail not long after. In New York he followed a varied course as makeshift publisher and occasional journalist, writer of light verse, banker and broker, and, something Sam would be in sympathy with, inventor and plunger in patents for a cartridge-loader and several adding and calculating machines. Like Sam, he had red hair and a mustache; he had a lisp to match Sam’s distinctive drawl; he was a bon vivant and a lady killer; and, although he lived until 1905, his best days were already behind him. He too, like House, was to find himself on the other end of a lawsuit from Samuel L. Clemens, who, years later, remembered Webb as “a poor sort of creature, and by nature and training a fraud.” These two, along with Bret Harte, were Clemens’ closest links with bohemianism. He was to repudiate all of them, denounce them as crooks and parasites; their hand-to-mouth, deep-in-debt, quick-improvisation style of living he would find detestable. Bret Harte, as befitted his greater importance to Clemens, was to be repudiated with a venom and vindictiveness time could never moderate.

Several times during the previous year Clemens had planned to augment his reputation and income by publishing a book. First he considered writing about the Mississippi and his four years as cub and pilot. Now Webb, who had a firm belief in Mark Twain’s rising literary star, proposed to edit a collection which would include the “Jumping Frog” and a number of miscellaneous pieces. For a share of the book’s earnings Webb would do all the work and would contribute his nom de plume, John Paul, with which he already had won something of a following. Webb arranged for Sam to bring the manuscript to George Carleton, an established, aggressive, and inventive publisher who, through low prices and unorthodox advertising, sold Holmes and Victor Hugo to the burgeoning middle classes. When Sam, full of trepidation, called at Carleton’s office on Broadway, meekly explained his way past a clerk, and confronted Carleton with the manuscript, it was not the first time he had given the publisher a chance at the Frog. Carleton was the man to whom the story had been sent originally, in 1865, for inclusion in a book of Artemus Ward’s. Claiming that it had arrived too late, Carleton had sent it on, without enthusiasm, to the Saturday Press. Any number of objections would have run through his mind when he talked to the author: Mark Twain was still a relatively unknown name in the East; the Frog was two years old and could be considered to have jumped himself out, for the story had appeared not only in newspapers and magazines but even in a pirated collection called Beadle’s Dime Book of Fun; many of the other sketches were hardly high enough above the level of humorous journalism to dizzy the beholder; and in any case the book was a miscellany of old material. Carleton rained objections. “Books—look at those shelves,” he said in dismissal. “Every one of them is loaded with books that are waiting for publication. Do I want any more? Excuse me, I don’t. Good morning.”

The shock of this rejection was magnified two months later when Sam learned that Carleton, for all his objections, had taken on a comparable miscellany by Bret Harte. Tell Bret Harte, Clemens wrote to a friend in California—he could have written to Harte himself if he had not been so angry—that his publisher is “a Son of a Bitch who will swindle him. We of Bohemia keep away from Carleton’s.” He could never forget the rejection. Ten years later it was still festering: “Carleton insulted me in Feb. 1867; and so when the day arrives that sees me doing him a civility, I shall feel that I am ready for paradise.” After twenty-one years, during which Carleton was near or at the head of that hate list which Clemens kept and rarely trimmed, he met the publisher in Lucerne and heard from him an apology and a confession: “I refused a book of yours and for this I stand without competitor as the prize ass of the nineteenth century.” Whether the apology was really as perfect as this or whether Clemens was giving the shape of daydream to some fragments of facts, the cycle was complete, the old hurt acknowledged if not redressed. For the moment, though, in the face of what seemed a crushing rejection, Clemens fell back on Webb’s belief in him. They made an oral agreement (something that led to disaster later on): Webb would produce and manufacture the book himself, arrange for the American News Company to distribute it, and pay the author a ten per cent royalty.

Clemens had approached Carleton with the trepidation of an unknown author. Now he approached another opportunity with the swagger of a toughened journalist. “Prominent Brooklynites,” he reported to his paper, “are getting up a great European pleasure excursion for the coming season, which promises a vast amount of enjoyment.” He was determined and confident that the proprietors of the Alta California would see the trip as he saw it: as a unique kind of voyage which offered him as a journalist the double challenge of observing the sightseers as well as the sights. The Brooklynites were members of Plymouth Church, and the plan had begun with Beecher himself. Having led an expedition to Charleston in 1865 to sanctify the raising of the Union flag over Fort Sumter, he wanted to lead an expedition to the Holy Land, where, in the company of his congregation, he would gather local impressions for a biography of Jesus. The man who organized the trip and was to be master of the vessel was one of Beecher’s Sunday-school superintendents, Captain Charles C. Duncan. Duncan took the germ of an idea—a private group of passengers on a long voyage—cagily sized up the favoring circumstances of postwar travel hunger and the lure of the Paris Exposition, and came up with the grandfather of the modern luxury cruise. Carefully selected on the basis of character and credit, the passengers would use the steamer Quaker City as a traveling home while they visited Europe and the Middle East, following an itinerary which they could change by unanimous vote. Duncan did not mention it with the other attractions in his prospectus, but he shrewdly let it be known that, in addition to Beecher, among the passengers would be the popular actress Maggie Mitchell, General William T. Sherman, and Robert Henry Hendershot, an ephemeral Civil War hero known as “the Drummer Boy of the Rappahannock.”

In a gay mood heightened by some drinks along the way, Clemens and House paid a visit one morning at the end of February to Duncan’s office on Wall Street. The Sunday-school navigator, standing in for an awesome “Committee on Applications,” greeted them with a certain skepticism. “Allow me to introduce the Reverend Mark Twain,” House said, “who is a clergyman of some distinction, lately arrived from San Francisco,” and he went on to describe this clergyman’s exhausting labors as a missionary in the Sandwich Islands. “My congregation has concluded to start me out traveling for my health,” Clemens said, but he had one or two questions about this particular voyage. Would Mr. Beecher be on board? If so, would he allow the Reverend Mr. Twain, a Baptist, to conduct services from time to time? Mr. Beecher would be on board, Duncan was certain, and would be delighted to give over his pulpit to the new preacher. The next day Clemens returned without House, identified himself correctly for Duncan, and left with him a character reference and a deposit on the price of passage, $1,250. But ten years later Duncan’s rancor at the boozy hoax that had been played on him came out in a public exchange of scurrilities. Clemens, Duncan said, had stumbled in and filled the office with “the fumes of bad whiskey.” “For a ceaseless, tireless, forty-year advocate of total abstinence the ‘captain’ is a mighty good judge of whiskey at second hand,” Clemens told a reporter, and besides, “I was poor—I couldn’t afford good whiskey. How could I know the ‘captain’ was so particular about the quality of a man’s whiskey?”

III

At a “Bal d’Opéra” at the Academy of Music on March 1 Clemens masqueraded in a king’s robes and reeled and roistered through a crowd in which he seemed to encounter some of the figures of his accumulating imagination. He heard a girl dressed as Joan of Arc offer to give the world for a mess of raw oysters; he heard dukes and princes call each other Jim and Joe and ask who was buying the next drink. Two nights later, in a snowstorm, he was finally on his way to St. Louis, eleven hundred miles in fifty-two hours. On the train he talked with a man who had been at Bull Run and in prison camps and who was now within a hundred miles of home for the first time in six years. It was a reminder of his own absence and of the war whose wounds were still open in St. Louis, where friendships, families, and even churches remained divided.

For him, home was Jane Clemens, his sister Pamela, her two children. Into the widowed household on Chestnut Street, to tell stories and to be scrutinized and lectured, bringing as gifts a crystal necklace and a Hawaiian Bible, came the restless hope of the family, and not in triumph. Years earlier Sam had melodramatically vowed to Orion that he would not come home again, would not look on his mother’s face again or Pamela’s, “until I am a rich man.” He had made a certain name, no fortune. Pamela was always complaining that to run a house for Jane and support her was too great a burden, that Sam did not contribute enough and spent too much on himself. Pamela was a temperance proselytizer, and she wanted him to promise not to make jokes about sacred subjects. Reproach was in the air. Pamela’s pious and melancholy domination was only partly relieved by their mother’s taste for flashing colors and gaudy embroidery, for parades, circuses, funerals, and gossip. All in all Sam’s six-year absence might have been six weeks for the sense of repose his return was giving him. In response to this exposure to the women of his family, a week after he arrived he started contributing to the Missouri Democrat some satirical articles about female suffrage. Give them the vote, he said, and the Missouri ladies would give up housekeeping and wet-nursing in order to run for “State Milliner.”

Along with these appearances in the public eye came an invitation to lecture for the benefit of a Sunday school. He sized up the opportunity carefully: if you intend to publish The Frog before the end of March, he wrote Webb, telegraph me and I’ll pass up the St. Louis invitation in favor of a New York debut. Webb would be lucky to publish before the end of April, he learned, and, having decided to make his opening move in St. Louis, he went at his publicity with the hand of a master of ballyhoo and self-promotion. Like Artemus Ward, who once publicized a lecture on the Mormons by printing up tickets which read “Admit the Bearer and ONE Wife,” he wooed his audiences through crude nonsense. In San Francisco he had teased his prospects with promises of a splendid orchestra, a menagerie of ferocious animals, a fireworks display, and a grand torchlight procession—“the public are privileged to expect whatever they please”; but failing these attractions, he announced, the doors would open at seven “the trouble to begin at eight o’clock.” For the citizens of St. Louis, in order to illustrate a custom of the Sandwich Islands, he promised “to devour a child in the presence of the audience, if some lady will kindly volunteer an infant for the occasion.” He offered prizes as illusory as the beasts and the fireworks for the best conundrum, for the best poem on summer or summer complaint, and for a plausible essay on female suffrage.

The audience that came to Mercantile Hall on March 25, lured by the antic promotion and the exotic subject, witnessed a performance quite different from anything else on the lecture platform. He told the citizens of this thriving inland city about a precommercial and pre-Christian paradise where it was possible for the natives to be happy without being either industrious or virtuous. He gibed at the white man’s gifts to the natives of “civilization and several other diseases,” but still he intimated to his audience that he was on their side, the side of good works, proselytizing, progress, and democracy: the missionaries brought literacy and virtue to the natives, he assured them, especially the American missionaries. He gave them statistics and anecdotes, edification and amusement, humorous reflections with a delayed effect, and something that passed for moral philosophy, and, in order to gratify what the ladies thought of as a higher taste, he gave them stretches of word painting of a gaudy kind, “gorgeous” and “sublime.” As he described it, the Kilauea volcano in eruption was “a carnival of destruction”; columns of smoke rose through the “murky pall,” and “sheets of green-blue lambent flame were shot upward and pierced this vast gloom, making all sublimely grand.” The volcano had erupted several years before Mark Twain ever set foot in the Sandwich Islands, but the audience sat silent before this peak of eloquence until he clapped his hands, broke the spell, and led his listeners, whose mood and pace he knew better than they did, from awe to applause and laughter. Further word painting of a more delicate sort, a flower this time; he applauded himself again, offered to repeat the passage, then declined his own offer with a comic gesture.

The lineaments of the early Mark Twain, the popular lecturer, have begun to emerge: a daring manipulator of audience psychology and values, outrageous enough to hoax, surprise, and disorient, but careful not to offend; a humorist and entertainer with moral and educational zeal to assuage a puritan conscience; a painter of word pictures who makes fun of the effect he creates, thereby both gratifying his audience’s hunger for “literature” and reassuring them that he is no littérateur, that fancy talk and three-dollar words are just as alien to him as to any storekeeper or clerk. Publicly, he is not a bohemian. He is traveled and worldly, but he has an air of surprised innocence, and he manages to be a man and a boy at the same time. The vices he confesses to—laziness, petty dishonesty, lying when tempted, swearing when provoked—are, by the business-success values which most of his audience accepts, capital sins in a man. But he juggles these vices into seeming merely the bad habits of a boy playing hooky and fibbing to his mother. His audience likes him for this; in a boy such rejections of authority are taken for signs of independence and growing manliness.

On his home grounds he scored a total victory. “He succeeded in doing what we have seen Emerson and other literary magnates fail in attempting,” the Missouri Republican said: “He interested and amused a large and promiscuous audience.” “I think that is pretty complimentary,” Clemens joked with his California readers, “considering that when I delivered that lecture I was not acquainted with a single newspaperman in St. Louis.” His only chagrin came from the fact that a twenty-six-year-old reporter named Henry Morton Stanley printed the lecture nearly verbatim, thus depriving it of most of its future value—the equivalent, Clemens later said of such recurrent experiences, of asking a man for the time and then pulling the hands off his watch. “One never feels comfortable, afterward, repeating a lecture that has been partly printed,” he complained, “and worse than that, people don’t care about what they can buy in a newspaper for less money.”

A week later he lectured in Hannibal, now fallen on hard times. The railroads had taken away its river traffic, and the town was in danger of becoming once again the drowsing hamlet he had known in his boyhood. Like the cannon fire which was supposed to release the bodies of Tom and Huck from the river bottom, the brief visit sent a few connected images of the past floating up to his consciousness. He recalled, and probably for the first time in print wrote about, “Jimmy Finn,” the town drunkard, who for a while was won over by the temperance people, “but in an evil hour temptation came upon him, and he sold his body to a doctor for a quart of whiskey, and that ended all his earthly troubles. He drank it all at one sitting, and his soul went to its long account and his body went to Dr. Grant.” He remembered that he himself, for the sake of a stunning red scarf, had once joined the Cadets of Temperance and pledged himself not to drink, smoke, or swear; after four months, during which there were no funeral processions he could march in to show off his scarf, he resigned, and within the next three weeks “pretty nearly all the distinguished citizens in the camp died.” Except in these flashes Hannibal was still the dead and arid past from which he was escaping; it would be a while yet before the idea of a return to Hannibal would, as the roughest sort of note for Tom Sawyer, take some sort of imaginative shape, and even then it was not the idyl: “Return and meet grown babies and toothless old drivelers who were the grandees of his boyhood. The Adored Unknown a faded old maid and full of rasping, puritanical vinegar piety.”

From Hannibal he went north to Keokuk, before the war a gate city to the headlands of the Mississippi and now, like Hannibal, in a trough between waves of expansion and speculation. Ten years before, he had left Orion’s print shop there to become a pilot. Now Sam spent the weekend in the city’s fashionable hotel, a visiting celebrity greeted by posters which announced a lecture to be given by “Sam. Clemens, the greatest humorist in America.” The newspapers welcomed “the most extraordinary delineator of human character in America or upon the continent of Europe.” He was at ease in his lecture to a bigger house than Emerson had drawn, and he was happy and playful. Seeing an old friend in the audience, he qualified his description of a Hawaiian ruler: “One of the greatest liars on the face of the earth, except one, and I am very sorry to locate that one right here in Keokuk, in the person of Ed Brownell.” Another lecture in Quincy, Illinois, and then he started on the return trip to New York. The farther he got from home the more attractive the fields and cities of the republic seemed as he looked at them from the express. What he saw now was not the black pall that had hung over Pittsburgh on the trip west, but, all the way through Ohio and New Jersey, wonderful cities, “so cheerful and handsomely built, and so fiercely busy. It is good to come to the States occasionally, and see what a great country it is.”

IV

In New York Clemens found waiting for him a check from the Alta California for his passage on the Quaker City. Frank Fuller had got the sponsorship of two hundred Californians for the lecture Clemens was to give a few days after publication of The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County, and Other Sketches. James Russell Lowell, Clemens heard, had declared the title piece to be “the finest piece of humorous writing ever produced in America.” The cards finally appeared to be stacked right, and on the strength of this he moved out of his rooming house and into the elegant Westminster Hotel on Irving Place. “Full of ‘bloated aristocrats,’” he described the hotel for his family, “and I’m just one of them kind myself.” He was pleased with his book when the first copy came from the binder near the end of April; the gorgeous gold frog stamped on the plum-colored cloth cover seemed to him worth the $1.50 all by itself. Webb had done everything—selected the contents, read proof, designed the book. In his preface he introduced Mark Twain as an author “too well known to the public to require a formal introduction.” This author, Webb wrote, had already won for himself the sobriquets of “Wild Humorist of the Pacific Slope” and “Moralist of the Main,” and unlike others—Webb’s allusion was to Artemus Ward, Petroleum V. Nasby, and Josh Billings—Mark Twain did not have to resort to tricks of spelling or “rhetorical buffoonery” for his success.

“The Jumping Frog by Mark Twain will to-day jump down the popular throat”: With this mouth-watering announcement in the New York Times on April 25 Webb offered Mark Twain’s first book for sale through the American News Company. A few days later the author reported to his California paper that the book was handsome, readable, and selling well, and a shipment was on its way to the Coast. To Bret Harte, still in San Francisco working in the United States Mint, he wrote about the book in quite another vein: “It is full of damnable errors of grammar and deadly inconsistencies of spelling in the Frog sketch because I was away and did not read the proofs.” And he added, “I am to lecture in Cooper Institute next Monday night. Pray for me.”

Flamboyant and openhanded, Fuller aimed higher than Irving Hall or one of the smaller New York theaters and engaged the Great Hall which Peter Cooper had built a decade earlier and which had served as forum for Lincoln and Garrison. It was the largest auditorium in the city and, for a lecturer, the most august. Once the move had been made—Fuller put up five hundred dollars of his own money for hall rent and advertising—they discovered that May 6 was an inauspicious evening for a debut. Clemens was going against formidable competition: at Irving Hall Schuyler Colfax, Speaker of the House and, until the Crédit Mobilier scandal ended his political career, a contender for the Presidency, was lecturing on his trip across the United States; the Italian tragedienne Adelaide Ristori, whose repertory, although exclusively in her native tongue, still brought her full houses across the country (“It beats me entirely,” Clemens confessed; “I believe the newspapers can do anything now”) was giving a farewell performance; and the Academy of Music offered its stage for the debut of a troupe of Japanese acrobats, tumblers, jugglers, magicians, and contortionists.

The clusters of handbills advertising Mark Twain’s lectures dangled, unplucked, in the omnibuses. The distinguished people to whom Fuller sent invitations—with Horace Greeley and Peter Cooper constituting what Clemens called the “tone-imparting committee”—all sent their regrets. Despite an elaborate eight-page prospectus and the lure of a celebrity, Senator James W. Nye of Nevada, who would introduce the lecturer, there was no box-office traffic at Chickering and Sons of 632 Broadway and at the principal hotels, where tickets for a serio-humorous lecture on “Kanakadom, or the Sandwich Islands,” could be had for fifty cents. “Everything looks shady, at least, if not dark,” Sam wrote home five days before the lecture, but it was too late to withdraw. “Let her slide! If nobody else cares I don’t.” He did care; his lecture career in the East was at stake, and the prospect of an empty house in New York was as terrifying as that of an indifferent one had been in San Francisco. A few days in advance Fuller rescued the venture from disaster by papering the house. With bushels of free tickets he drew in the schoolteachers, “the choicest audience,” he told Clemens, “the most intelligent audience, that ever a man stood before in this world.”

Uncomfortable in the new claw-hammer coat that Fuller had insisted he buy for the occasion, Clemens arrived at the hall early, and worried. There had been no word from Nye, and the Senator never did show up; at a time when the impending release of Jefferson Davis from a Federal prison was stirring up the old hatreds Nye, who thought of Clemens as “nothing but a damned secessionist,” was guided by clear self-interest. But the full house that Clemens found—over two thousand schoolteachers and Californians, representing altogether about thirty-five dollars in paid tickets—made up for the betrayal. He spoke his own introduction, looking for a tiny Nye in the cracks between the floorboards as he might look for a bug or a penny. Then he poured out the Sandwich Islands, and for an hour and a quarter he was in Paradise.

“The house was crowded, on that occasion, but it was not my popularity that crowded it,” Clemens was to write to his fiancée a year and a half later. “The exertions of my friends did that. They got up the whole thing—suggested it, engineered it, and carried it through successfully. If any man has a right to be proud of his friends it is I, thy servant.” This was after a breakfast with Fuller, who had given him a sheaf of lecture reviews which Clemens proudly enclosed with his letter. Among them was a Tribune review written by Ned House, described by his friend as “the most eminent dramatic critic in the Union.”

The chance offering of “The Jumping Frog,” carelessly cast, eighteen months ago, upon the Atlantic waters, returned to him in the most agreeable form which a young aspirant for popular fame could desire [House wrote]. No other lecturer, of course excepting Artemus Ward, has so thoroughly succeeded in exciting the mirthful curiosity, and compelling the laughter of his hearers. Mark Twain’s delivery is deliberate and measured to the last degree. He lounges comfortably around his platform, seldom referring to notes, and seeks to establish a sort of button-hole relationship with his audience. He is even willing to exchange confidences of the most literal nature. The only obvious preconcerted “effect” which he employs is a momentary hesitation or break in his narration before touching the climax of an anecdote or witticism. But his style is his own and needs to be seen to be understood.

The other reviews, too, in the Times and the World, were all he might have wished, and, sifting down through the newspaper exchanges, they were copied in Cleveland and Chicago, in Buffalo and Washington, in railheads and freshwater ports, in cities prosperous with ore and cattle, corn and wheat.

V

The aftermath of this debut was a month of depression. He was worn out and miserable, restless, full of self-accusation, worried about his neglected correspondence for the California paper. One midnight, only a few weeks away from the pieties and restraints of the European excursion, he was arrested for brawling on the street, and he spent the night in a New York jail. In the courtroom lockup the next morning he found himself in the company of the city’s derelicts—drunks, a man with a battered and bleeding head, streetwalkers, an old lady who offered him a swig from her gin bottle in return for some tobacco. There he saw scribbled on the wall, in mocking parallel to the blithe advertising he had written for his San Francisco lecture, the line “The Trouble will begin at eight.” He thought briefly of contesting his imprisonment. The judge assured him this would not be worth the bother: he had not been booked, and no one would know he had spent the night in the station house unless he told it himself. He told it himself, to his California readers, and he told them more about the lower depths at Harry Hill’s a “concert saloon” notorious for its low entertainment, flowing liquor, and available waitresses and therefore on the basic itinerary of visiting journalists, preachers, and reformers. He had declined to see one of the young ladies home. In his account of his visit he took a stance that he constantly polished: the genteel naïf, the same bookish dupe who, having once listened to Simon Wheeler telling a story about a man named Smiley and his frog, now claimed to believe that Harry Hill’s rumhole was the meeting place of philosophers and savants, that the wise man with the lady on his lap was Professor Morse and the sage treating the house to a round was Professor Agassiz.

He resumed his correspondence with the Alta California on May 17, and he wrote four letters in four days, fifteen thousand words or so in all, a pace which he scarcely relaxed during the three weeks before sailing. In search of copy he visited the Blind Asylum, Bible House, Henry Bergh’s A.S.P.C.A., the Academy of Design, Greenwood Cemetery, and Central Park. After a trip through the Five Points and the city’s worst slums, the moralist and realist, who was shortly to become a rich man himself, declared: “Honest poverty is a gem that even a King might feel proud to call his own, but I wish to sell out. I have sported that kind of jewelry long enough. I want some variety. I wish to become rich, so that I can instruct the people and glorify honest poverty a little, like those good, kind-hearted, fat, benevolent people do.”

Amidst his dutiful reportage—New York for all its promise failed to spark him to any higher level—there are flickering images of a more personal urgency and reality, images of the passing of an older order. The onetime bushwhacker saw Jefferson Davis, three weeks short of fifty-five, standing at midnight on the sidewalk outside the New York Hotel. The man who had been, as Sam Clemens now saw him, “the head, and heart, and soul, of the mightiest rebellion of modern times” went about his business as unheralded as any country merchant visiting town. The live body of the Confederate President was on its way from a Federal prison to twenty-two years of freedom and oblivion. Early in June there arrived from England the dead body of Artemus Ward, on its way to burial in Waterford, Maine, where, as he used to say, he had been born of parents, and where the schoolchildren would soon strew flowers on his grave. At thirty-three, the watershed age, Ward was the victim of tuberculosis, alcohol, and the overwork of pleasing an insatiable public. Long ago his pseudonym had become his identity—Artemus Ward had swallowed up Charles Farrar Browne—and this problem, along with his mantle and following, now passed on to his friend and protégé.

During the week before the Quaker City sailed, with little left to do but buy cigars and seagoing clothing and put off packing his trunk, Clemens turned against himself. The last six months now seemed to him altogether without point or consistency. As a traveling correspondent he saw himself as a failure: corresponding was “a perfect drag,” his Alta California letters were “the stupidest letters that were ever written from New York,” and he was worried that once he was abroad he would be unable to fulfill his Alta California commission and a commission he had just received from Horace Greeley’s Tribune. Despite his early reports The Celebrated Jumping Frog had been far from a success. Three years later, in the constant process of revising and dramatizing his own history which was to culminate in his autobiography, he told the editor of a biographical compendium that he had expected the book to sell fifty thousand copies and it sold fewer than four thousand. Now he authorized Fuller to collect whatever royalties the book might earn and to send them on to Jane Clemens, even though if she counted on them, she might be reduced to abject poverty. It would never earn anything worth a cent, he told his family, and with a rationalization born of adversity he explained, “I published it simply to advertise myself—not with the hope of making anything out of it.” All winter long he had tried to find a publisher for a book about the Sandwich Islands; even late in May he still had hopes, and he planned to leave Fuller in charge of these royalties as well. But on the eve of sailing he admitted defeat, withdrew the book, and tried to salvage something out of the rejection: “It would be useless to publish it in these dull publishing times.” Shaken but toughened by these two projects, he had developed a cannier and more deliberate view of his career as an author. Sizing up the potential of the Quaker City voyage, he told Mortimer Neal Thomson, a minor humorist who wrote under the name “Philander Q. Doesticks,” that if there was any book matter there he proposed to extract it. He had looked into the economics of subscription publishing, and he made a decision that defined the direction he was to go in and the kind of books he was to write: there was no point to writing and publishing a book, he decided, unless it earned a good deal of money.

The New York to which he had come with high expectations now seemed “a domed and steepled solitude, where a stranger is lonely in the midst of a million of his race” and “walks his tedious miles through the same interminable street every day,” homeless, restless, in a state of uneasy excitement but sapped of the capacity for pleasure and curiosity. It had become a Baudelairean city of specter-thronged streets, not Walt Whitman’s million-footed Manhattan, hive of democracy and temple of brotherhood. The Wild Humorist of the Pacific Slope had to apologize to his California readers for his mood. He has wandered into the wrong vein in summing up New York for them, he says, and he will try again; his repression has spilled over its private confinements. But a day later, in his final letter, he was scarcely improved. He has seen all there is to see, yet there was something missing every time. “I guess that something was the provincial quietness I am used to”: he was trying to joke away an uncomfortable line of self-questioning.

He returned again and again to this something that was missing, in the letters he wrote to his family before sailing; they are almost the last truly intimate, truly inward letters he was to write to them, the letters of a private personality not yet yoked to a public one. He was maddened by the endless delays of his last torpid week in New York, he told them; he neglected every duty, and his conscience tore at him “like a wild beast.” He had complained bitterly about Orion’s thoughtlessness in sending him on some errand connected with his law practice. “I will have to get even with him for this somehow,” he told Orion’s wife. “He could have had all this attended to by writing to the man instead of to me.” But he also knew he had promised his family he would go to Washington and try to lobby some sort of clerkship for Orion. He had been too busy, he had failed Orion, and he was afraid to ask how Orion’s law practice in Carson City was coming along—he knew the answer. (Characteristically, Orion had been left out of the distribution of offices when Nevada became a state.)

Six years earlier, from New Orleans, where he was between piloting hitches, Sam had written for Orion an account of a visit to a local fortuneteller, Madame Caprell. The lady’s analysis was so critical that it is likely Sam was simply using her as a mouthpiece for lecturing Orion. “In nearly all respects,” the lady was supposed to have said to him, “you are the best sheep in the flock. Your brother has an excellent mind, but it is not as well balanced as yours. I should call yours the best mind altogether; there is more unswerving strength of will and set purpose and determination and energy in you than in all the balance of your family put together.” As for Orion: “He never does do anything if he can get anybody else to do it for him, which is bad. He never goes steadily on till he attains an object, but nearly always drops it when the battle is half won; he is too visionary—is always flying off on a new hobby.” And since that session with the deltaic sybil Orion’s retreats and hesitations had filled Sam with bafflement, rage, pity, sardonic glee, but mostly guilt: the younger brother had triumphed over the older brother, in the same way that, in a certain sense, he had triumphed over his father and over his brother Henry—scalded to death in a steamboat explosion in 1858—just by outliving them. Clemens felt that he could find peace only in excitement, that only restless moving from place to place could numb his guilt. “My mind is stored full of unworthy conduct toward Orion and towards you all,” he wrote home. “I have got a spirit that is angry with me and gives me freely its contempt.”

The day before he sailed he wrote goodbye to an old Hannibal friend, Will Bowen; they had sat out the long mornings in Dawson’s schoolroom together and later had been pilots together. Clemens’ letter was blithe and overassertive to the point of being truculent, but there were some dark notes. The Quaker City passengers were tiptop, he said; he expected to have a jolly, sociable, homelike time of it for the next five or six months; he was going for fun only and did not expect to work hard at all—he could do his correspondence with his left hand, he said, at least until he got to Egypt. What sobered him was the thought of the return trip, and, thinking that far ahead, he decided that he might ship out again in November, “if I don’t like to land when we get back.” “I have a roving commission,” as he had had for fifteen years as itinerant printer, river pilot, Western miner and journalist. “There is no unhappiness like the misery of sighting land (and work) again after a cheerful, careless voyage.” Leaving his trunk for the last moment, he set off on what he remembered early the next morning as nine hours of farewell dinners and wine-drinking.



CHAPTER TWO
“The tide of a great popular movement”


I

EARLY SATURDAY AFTERNOON, June 8, 1867, the steamer and auxiliary sailer Quaker City left her Wall Street pier in a heavy rain. The weather turned rough, and she soon dropped anchor off Sandy Hook and waited there until Monday morning, riding out the storm, the Sabbath, and the first prayer meetings. It was clear that the stomachs and devotions of the seventy-five or so passengers would need considerable cosseting, and if the cruise was not quite a funeral excursion without a corpse—Clemens’ epitaph for it when it was all over—neither could it be a picnic on a grand scale with young people playing cards, drinking, and dancing nightly to fiddles, flutes, and a snare drum. Creating the conditions for satire, Clemens had almost deliberately misapprehended the character of the venture from the very start. It was born under the auspices of Beecher and Plymouth Church, and it was headed for Palestine; the passengers had to be able to afford a five-month vacation and, in addition to $1,250 for passage, at least five hundred dollars in gold for expenses on land. By no strange process of natural selection most of the people on board were late-middle-aged, prosperous, pious, and abstinent.

There were exceptions. Clemens’ roommate, Daniel Slote, was fifteen years older than he, fattish, balding, pampered by his mother and sisters in Brooklyn, and the owner of a commercial stationery firm. Still, he seemed “splendid, immoral, tobacco-smoking, wine-drinking, godless”; he would share two cases of champagne that an importing house had sent Clemens as a bon-voyage gift. And there were younger men, too, who offered the sort of harmonious diversity Clemens found all too little of on board the Quaker City and on whom, in his correspondence and in The Innocents Abroad, he conferred a certain measure of celebrity. Among them was Charles Langdon, the eighteen-year-old scion of an Elmira coal fortune and brother of the future Mrs. Clemens, sent abroad by his father on this respectable cruise to see the world while keeping out of trouble. Occasionally, in the midst of their chatter, Clemens recalled with affection the robust voice of Captain Wakeman, who, upon hearing the hail “Stop the boat, you old pot-bellied son of a bitch,” gave the order to his mate, “Stop her, John, stop her, some old friend of mine wants to come aboard.” For all of them, even Slote, were boys really, callow and sheltered, tame companions for a man who had been on his own and supporting himself since the age of twelve and who was familiar with all sorts of men and degrees of life. “When I find a well-drawn character in fiction or biography,” he was to write in Chapter Eighteen of Life on the Mississippi, “I generally take a warm personal interest in him, for the reason that I have known him before—met him on the river.”

He remained as sensitive as ever to those hints of exclusion and disapproval which had vexed his voyage to New York half a year earlier; in response to what he felt to be pretension, sanctimony, snobbery, and pressures to conform, he adopted a satiric and skeptical stance which eased his tensions and angers and shaped his literary materials. Only mean people got seasick, he mused. Even when they were still within the harbor the passengers were lurching past the lashed coops of chickens, geese, and ducks on their way to the rail. He soon became acutely disgusted by the sight of these people leaving the table to vomit and then returning for more dinner. They could eat all they want, he said, mocking the ship’s regulations, “but no swapping false teeth allowed.” He was just as disgusted by a “Frenchy-looking woman” from Washington, D. C., who paid intimate attentions to her black-and-tan terrier, gave it bouquets of flowers, and called it “Little Boy.” He was infuriated by a Dr. William Gibson of Jamestown, Pennsylvania, who, having volunteered his services as collector of facts and specimens to the Department of Agriculture and the Smithsonian, traveled under the thundering title of “Commissioner of the United States of America to Europe, Asia, and Africa.” (Dr. Gibson was as grandiose in death as in life, for in the Jamestown cemetery he lies under a granite monument, ordered by him at a cost of about $100,000, which is sixty-five feet high and topped by a fifteen-foot statue of Hope.) He was infuriated also by a “simple, green, wide-mouthed, horse-laughing young fellow” who was a witless bore; by Dr. Andrews of Albany, a spouter of pretentious misinformation. And, having worked himself into a rage early in the trip, Clemens failed to find amusing even the one fullfledged and spectacular eccentric on board. This was Bloodgood H. Cutter, a Long Island farmer and a compulsive versifier who could commemorate any occasion in doggerel and who during his lifetime published at least twelve hundred broadsides of his own work. For Clemens he was nothing but a bore and an interruption, and in The Innocents Abroad he was written off impatiently as “Poet Lariat,” an honorific which he proudly displayed in 1886 on the title page of his collected works.

There were only three ordained clergymen on board, but the prevailing atmosphere of piety and steady prayers gave Clemens the lasting impression that the Quaker City carried a shipload of divines. He could get along well enough with the professional clergy. He liked their conversation and their company; he had in common with them an interest in oratory; and one of the closest friends of his Hartford years was to be a clergyman, Joseph Twichell. It was the amateurs who enraged him, including one unsmiling passenger, a candidate “for a vacancy in the Trinity,” who asked Captain Duncan if the expedition would come to a halt on Sundays. They could do as they wished on dry land, he was told, but Duncan couldn’t anchor in the middle of the Atlantic. “There was a little difference of opinion between us—nothing more,” Clemens mildly remarked about these amateurs. “They thought they could have saved Sodom and Gomorrah, and I thought it would have been unwise to risk money upon it.” Consequently, with all but eight or ten of the passengers he was on terms that were at best polite and that became vexed when the touchy issues of Sabbath observance and itinerary came to the arguing point. Forty years later his rage still lay close enough to the surface to be awakened by a photograph of one of the passengers, Stephen Griswold. “Here is the real old familiar Plymouth-Church self-complacency,” Clemens wrote on the frontispiece of Griswold’s book about the Beecher community. “It is the way God looks when He has had a successful season.”

The passengers who expected to be able to boast that they belonged to Mr. Beecher’s party or General Sherman’s party had been bitterly disappointed. Beecher decided to stay home and write a novel. General Sherman, possibly feeling that in such close quarters peace could be hell, went off to fight the Indians. As Clemens and some others speculated, these and a few other celebrities who defected may just have got tired of being advertised. With them gone, the “only notoriety” the group had was Mark Twain, wrote Miss Julia Newell, a maiden lady from Wisconsin, to her home-town paper. “He is a rather handsome fellow but talks to you with an abominable drawl that is exasperating. Whether he intends to be tunny for the amusement of the party I have not yet ascertained.” Neither she nor most of the others would, in fact, know whether he was amusing them or making fun of them. On the eve of sailing, the passengers had met at the Brooklyn house of Moses S. Beach, proprietor of the New York Sun and a Plymouth Church congregant. As both surviving celebrity and professional speaker, Clemens had made an announcement: “Captain Duncan wishes me to say that passengers for the Quaker City must be on board tomorrow before the tide goes out. What the tide has to do with us or we with the tide is more than I know, but that is what the Captain says.” A mild enough joke, certainly, but when delivered with his strange, attenuated drawl and after the uncertain shuffle which, taken together with it, often laid Clemens open to the suspicion that he was drunk, it was enough to puzzle and even alarm the gentlemen in their unaccustomed swallow-tailed coats and white kid gloves and their ladies dressed en règle in gowns bought for the trip.

Here, facing him, was a new American middle class trying out its wealth and leisure and about to put its homegrown culture to a kind of test among the monuments of the Old World. This class, by his choice, was to be his central audience. He both entertained and mocked these people; sometimes he alienated them, but often he showed his eagerness to take on their social coloration. He was outraged by their parochialism, but he envied them their sense of rootedness, and they gave him a sense of belonging that delighted him. “I basked in the happiness of being for once in my life drifting with the tide of a great popular movement,” he wrote of the middle-class discovery of Europe: basking, drifting—the terms of happy surrender. In that year of the Paris Exposition everyone seemed to him to be going abroad. During the summer, Clemens figured, four or five thousand Americans were leaving for Europe every week. The English tour party had already made such a name for itself that the novelist Charles Lever, serving a sybaritic term as Her Majesty’s consul in La Spezia, was delightedly telling his Italian friends that Thomas Cook’s clients were in reality convicts too depraved to be sent to the Australian colonies. Mr. Cook, he explained, had a secret contract with the Crown to release a few convicts in each Italian city quietly and then move on.

In a gentler spirit Clemens named his representative tourist “the American Vandal.” Whether vandals or innocents, the Americans who were abroad in force did not represent the first or best society, Clemens acknowledged. They lacked cultivation and education, gilding and filigree and refinement; these culture-curious democrats depended on their Baedekers and Murrays to tell them not only where to go but how to deport themselves. They were capable of vulgarity, the most strident kind of chauvinism and insularity. They were skeptical and impatient; they also responded docilely and with awe if not understanding to high European culture. But this awe did not prevent them from being vandals and desecrators; people who had been accustomed to scribbling their names on the walls of water closets, Clemens said, now scribbled them on Greek ruins. Their sharp trading and acquisitive drive were, when they were abroad, just about equaled by their gullibility; European entrepreneurs, with their hastily contrived American saloons which pretended to serve American drinks and their acres of still-wet Guido Reni canvases for sale, were plucking the American eagle. Clemens felt sympathy for the victims, and despite their unshakable belief in American superiority he found something in them to admire: their “roving, independent, free and easy character.” During the five months of the Quaker City cruise, in close circumstances which put social identities to the test, he had his first prolonged and intimate experience of this new class which exerted its influence on him, helped shape his literary goals and social aspirations. In turn, he felt that the new class, traveling abroad and seeing new lands but unable to sing its own praises or publish its adventures, needed a spokesman. This was his formal justification of the circumstance that for the next two years, through his correspondence, his lecturing, and finally The Innocents Abroad, he achieved fame and considerable wealth by combining the roles of spokesman and satirist. “My audience is dumb, it has no voice in print,” he wrote to Andrew Lang in 1890. “Honestly, I never cared what became of the cultured classes; they could go to the theater and the opera, they had no use for me and the melodeon.”

He may have been the only spokesman on the ship, but there was no lack of chroniclers. Mrs. Mary Mason Fairbanks, under the anagram Myra, was writing meticulous and unexciting accounts of the trip which were published in her husband’s newspaper, the Cleveland Herald. Fourteen letters by Miss Julia Newell ran in the Gazette of Janesville, Wisconsin. The Reverend Mr. Bullard of Wayland, Massachusetts, had an understanding with a Boston paper, as did the Reverend Mr. Hutchinson with a St. Louis paper and Dr. A. Reeves Jackson, the ship’s surgeon—and, three cautious years later, the husband of Miss Newell—with one in Philadelphia. It had been rumored that Moses Beach had plans to write for his New York Sun, but he may have felt that an account of a luxury cruise was not altogether fitting for a paper he had taken pains to conduct as the voice of the workingman. There were these and other real or intended correspondents, perhaps a dozen in all; there were passengers who kept or intended to keep journals; and there were the letter-writers. “Everyone taking notes,” observed the one professional reporter, who had to honor substantial commitments to the Alta California and the New York Tribune. “Cabin looks like a reporters’ congress.” Inevitably the Quaker City expedition developed a wide following back home.

II

To Slote and to the others who preferred poker and alcohol to dominoes and tea Clemens revealed mainly the shifting, ruffled, somewhat truculent surface of his personality. With them he was Mark Twain, satirist and mimic, profane, who joked about genuine Nubian chancres and about Bayard’s motto (“Sans peur et sans culottes”), and who told them that contrary to all reports the ugly women of the Azores were probably virtuous—“Fornication with such cattle would come under the head of the crime without a name.” (Some months earlier he had decided that the big-breasted Nicaraguan girls also were virtuous, according to their lights, but “their lights are a little dim.”) He was no prude, but he did make a finical distinction between the smoking room and the drawing room, and to a few of the women on the Quaker City—Mary Fairbanks, her friend Emily Severance, and Emma Beach, Moses Beach’s seventeen-year-old daughter—he opened himself and exposed the still plastic and uncommitted private personality of Samuel Clemens. In these friendships he gave lasting hostages to the social order.

Clemens played chess with Emma Beach and carried on a mock flirtation with her. Despite the difference in their ages, he invited her to scold and correct him, an invitation more seriously offered to and accepted by Mary Fairbanks. In comparison with most women of her day, and notably in comparison with the Quaker City ladies, she was highly educated and accomplished. She was an early graduate of Emma Willard’s Female Seminary in Troy, New York, had taught school, could speak French well enough to get along, and was a semiprofessional writer. She was full-faced and had a rounded figure, and she was seven matronly years older than Clemens. She had two children, whom she had left behind in Cleveland in the care of her somewhat spiritless and, as Clemens saw him, exasperating unworthy, and undependable husband, Abel; she was “a Pegasus,” Clemens later said, “harnessed with a dull brute of the field. Mated but not matched.” For thirty-two subsequent years Clemens addressed her as “Mother” and called himself her “Cub” and her “Reformed Prodigal,” and it was in the role of son to mother that he described her to his family as “the most refined, intelligent, and cultivated lady in the ship, and altogether the kindest and the best. She sewed my buttons on, kept my clothes in presentable trim, fed me on Egyptian jam (when I behaved), lectured me awfully on the quarter deck on moonlit promenading evenings, and cured me of several bad habits.” It was as if Sam Clemens had never left home and was still a boy under the thumb of the thin, angular, and incomparably less cultivated Jane Clemens. Mary Fairbanks was the kind of civilizing influence that Huck Finn lit out from, but which Clemens courted for years.

She had noticed him from the start. He stood out from the others, she said, and not only because of his serious, questioning face, his look of offended innocence, his “drolleries and quaint, odd manners,” and the peculiar indolence and moderateness of his movements. “There is something, I know not what, that interests and attracts,” she said. She noticed that he slouched at the table and that he was “scarcely genteel in his appearance.” A challenge was offered her, and he soon made it an explicit invitation, to work her influence on him, to pass on through maternal suasion the conventions of her class and background. She was shrewd enough to see the promise in him, and at this stage he was scarcely recalcitrant. He teased her, and he continued to swear and drink when he felt like it, but he also tried to open up to her. He was not used to talking about his private self; when he did, he was a little mawkish. “I am like an old burned-out crater,” he declared as they walked together on deck. “The fires of my life are all dead within me.”

By the time the ship was in the Mediterranean, Mary Fairbanks had become his mentor in manners and morals, even in writing, and, willingly enough, he was surrounded by women in a scene which could have made one of the genre groups by John Rogers that went with the horsehair-upholstered parlor furniture of the time: at the right Mrs. Severance sharpens pencils for him, in the center of the group the author is bent over his writing table; while at his shoulder, a motherly figure molded in marmoreal plaster, leans Mary Fairbanks, scanning his manuscript for vulgarities and vernacularisms, for lack of charity and too much irreverence. “Now these are ready for you to make fun of us,” Emily Severance once said to him, handing him his pencils. “I wish you would write something sober, to be put in the Atlantic Monthly, for instance.” At other times the author stood at the ship’s rail, gloomily tearing his manuscript into tiny pieces. “Mrs. Fairbanks thinks it oughtn’t to be printed,” he said, “and, like as not, she is right.” (She had scolded him for writing a passage about how a lady climbing up Vesuvius in a hoopskirt would look to someone just below her on the steep path.) “Mrs. Fairbanks has just destroyed another four hours’ work for me,” he told Emma Beach another time. He was obedient, formative, eager to learn. Without hypocrisy but with a certain willing suspension of identity—the price of which, he would later learn, was anger and a divided heart—he wanted to experiment with her manners and standards, to imitate and possibly assimilate them. In his reliance on her taste, in his apparent submission to her literary standards, were foreshadowed some of the scenes of his life with Olivia Langdon and their children: a writer surrounded by women and seeking their approval.

In the days before the Quaker City called at Marseilles, Clemens played the role of the studious and reverent tourist with Mrs. Fairbanks and her friends. He was a member of a group which met for serious discussions, its high purposes only a little threatened by the fact that its presiding officer was an ex-alcoholic who had cured himself by becoming a morphine addict. Clemens studied the guidebooks. He read poetry aloud to the ladies. He even talked with confidence and reverence about the Old Masters, the holy of holies among the cultural values of Mrs. Fairbanks. In New York, at the Academy of Design, he had been entranced by academic landscapes and sentimental vistas, but he had balked: “I am glad the old masters are all dead, and I only wish they had died sooner.” When he came to write The Innocents Abroad he would return to this jeering attitude and resign himself to the knowledge that Mrs. Fairbanks thought of him as a heretic in art. But for the moment, during this honeymoon, this period of blending in with the social foliage, he was willing to embrace her symbols of culture and status, even her religion. He dreaded the prayer meetings, but at her urging and scolding he attended them, and he went a step further. One afternoon he had a serious conversation with the Reverend Mr. Bullard, who later confided to another passenger that if Mr. Clemens proved to be not past saving they might see the rebirth of many souls on the voyage. A week later the prodigal himself, a fresh convert, led the evening devotions. This remained the ultimate outpost of his spiritual progress until a year later, when, wooing Olivia Langdon, he underwent a parallel conversion, more fervid but no more permanent than this one. Mrs. Fairbanks was gratified by his regeneration to the same degree that a friend from quite another world, Joe Goodman of the Virginia City Territorial Enterprise, was a few years later to be dumfounded to hear his ex-reporter saying grace at Livy’s dinner table. For many of the other people on board, Mrs. Fairbanks’ influence notwithstanding, he continued to be a dissolute, irreligious, uncouth Westerner, a gambler as well as a drinker. It was a role, she recognized, that he assumed partly out of perversity and in self-defense, the outsider’s aggravated reaction to the already disapproving attitudes of a tightly knit social group. “You don’t know what atrocious things women, and men too gray-haired and old to have their noses pulled, said about me,” he explained to her after the voyage. “And but for your protecting hand I would have given them a screed or two that would have penetrated even their muddy intellects.”

“Solemnity, decorum, dinner, dominoes, prayers, slander”—so he summed up the routine of shipboard life, which was broken at last by a stop at Horta in the Azores and by a celebration ashore for which the bill for ten people was $21.70, $15.70 of it for wine and cigars.

III

Sam Clemens, the Westerner who was to spend nearly a sixth of his life in Europe, an expatriate despite himself, came to Paris with little anticipation. Henry James’s early experience of the glittering city had been so powerful that in later life he claimed to remember that as an infant, waggling his toes under long baby robes, he had seen a tall and glorious column in the Place Vendôme. For him Paris was history For Clemens, whose first cherished memories were of drowsy dogs, ripe watermelons, and ghost stories told on his Uncle John Quarles’s farm, Paris was the present, but it was progress. It was the city of the Emperor Napoleon III, who stood not six feet away from him at the Exposition grounds and who, Clemens decided, must be “the greatest man in the world today.” Hadn’t this ruler re-established France on a solid commercial basis? He had driven straight and broad avenues through the city and paved them with asphalt, believing that without paving stones there could be no barricades, and without barricades no revolutions.

At the city of the Universal Exposition, where the world came to enjoy the gaslit grandeurs of the Second Empire while celebrating the smiling aspects of the Industrial Revolution, America was represented by her technology as well as her tourists. Field’s transatlantic telegraph, McCormick’s reaping machine, and Howe’s sewing machine were displayed and there were other portents of the American Century: a mill in Lawrence, Massachusetts, won a medal for its enlightened paternalism, a piano made in Boston won a commendation from the Abbé Liszt, and the painter Frederick Church was honored for his landscapes in oil. The century pointed forward, and Clemens was impatient with what Paris had to offer of the past.

He had at his command scraps of French he had taught himself on the river, and he mocked his own fumbling in the tongue as well as the affectations of others: “Quel est votre nom and how the hell do you spell it?” He wondered why so many towns in France, as evidenced by the signs on the railway stations, were called “Côte des Hommes,” an indelicacy which did not survive into The Innocents Abroad. The paintings in the Louvre displayed a cringing spirit, he felt, “A nauseous adulation of princely patrons.” At Versailles his reactions were confined within the drab limits of the observation “Nothing is small—nothing is cheap. The statues are all large.” He saw Notre Dame, the Bois de Boulogne, the Morgue, the poverty of the Faubourg St. Antoine, where “the people live who start the revolutions,” and he came back to his hotel on the Rue de Rivoli which had an elevator but no soap, where the candles did not give enough light to read by, and where the barbers were butchers. As he walked the boulevards and visited the cafés he was excited and pleased at first by what seemed an air of open sexuality and wickedness. He was enchanted by the cancan, by guidebook anecdotes about Louis XV and Pompadour dining naked at Versailles, and like any other tourist he thought he could tell at a glance which were the ladies of the demimonde. The city titillated him, but during the next years, as his commitments to domestic life multiplied, his curiosity and tolerance turned into anger and revulsion. Even by the time The Innocents Abroad was finished Peter Abelard had become something worse than just a romantic humbug—a pedant, a lecherous hypocrite, and “a dastardly seducer.” He became a symbol of what Clemens later described in his notebooks as a country without morals, ruled by prostitutes, and populated by filthy-minded citizens who were the connecting links between man and monkey.

By August 2, when Clemens arrived in Naples by train from Rome, he had covered nearly twenty-five hundred miles of the Continent in a month, a heroic pace for which American tourists were already celebrated and which gave to their heightened responses to European leisureliness a comic poignancy. The Quaker City lay quarantined in the harbor, and from his hotel ashore Clemens wrote a letter of protest to the English-language paper in Naples: “We have not brought any cholera with us from Leghorn. They would not let us out of the country without paying duty on it.” Making fun of medical fumigations, he gave play to the sort of compost-heap humor that his Western readers had enjoyed but which, he was now being told over and over again by Mary Fairbanks, would not do at all in the East: “Each and every passenger has acquired a distinct and individual odor, and made it his own, and you can recognize any one of them in the dark as far as you can smell him.” During the ten days before the quarantine was lifted he made the predictable trips to Pompeii, to Capri, Ischia, and Procida; he climbed Vesuvius (“I am glad I visited it,” he reported to his paper in California, “partly because it was well worth it, and chiefly because I shall never have to do it again”). He traveled by the guidebook, he was as obedient to it as any other tourist, but (as Bret Harte conceded in a review of The Innocents Abroad), though he was content to see only the sights everybody else saw, he saw them with his own eyes.

Aboard the Quaker City again, he had a breathing space. Despite the heat of the cabin, the noise of peddlers and musicians, the temptation to visit ashore—the ship was a poor writing desk, he complained—he started to catch up with his newspaper correspondence. He was worried that he had neglected it half the time and botched it the other half. To pay off his debt to the Alta California he spun out his impressions of Naples and Vesuvius in four long letters. He had the need and the opportunity now to consider the experience of the past month, and even while making fun of his fellow-tourists, he began to convert some of their baser attitudes—their outrage at bureaucracy and beggars, at the wealth of the Church, at superstition and the veneration of relics, their raucous irreverence and impatience with the past, their conviction that Europe was a sell, a swindle, a fraud—into a flexible, joyously inconsistent view that was wholly his own. He said the Arno might be a plausible river if it had some water pumped into it. He said that Venice looked as if in a few weeks its flooded alleys would dry up and restore the city to normal. (Some years later General Grant, no humorist and an innocent abroad as well as in peace, remarked “Venice would be a fine city if it were only drained.”) “Is—is he dead?” Clemens would ask, fleeringly, in front of some ancient portrait or bust. These were his way of rejecting the past, the uncomfortable emotions of outsideness and awe, and the father image of Europe, his own way of answering Emerson’s call for Americans to cease listening to the courtly Muses of Europe, to speak their own minds, make their own past.

But in certain European vistas—the fields of France and the Italian lakes—he also began to find and respond to a tranquility and gentleness that existed for him only in dreams, paintings, and his remembered boyhood and which he bitterly missed in the harsh mountainscapes and alkali deserts of the West; he said he had never seen twilight in California. From the distance of “a league”—the antique unit of measure suggests the mood—he glimpsed Venice reposing in a soft, golden setting, its towers, domes, and steeples “drowsing” in the sunset mist. “Drowsing” was his talismanic word to evoke the landscape of dream. Over Damascus he was to find, from a distance, “a drowsing air of repose” which made it seem like a city visited in sleep, and it was by the same translation of reality into dream that in Tom Sawyer he used “drowsing” to evoke the atmosphere of the schoolroom and in Life on the Mississippi he rendered the Hannibal of his boyhood as “a white town drowsing in the sunshine of a summer’s morning”; even in The Mysterious Stranger, written late and in bitterness, the town still “drowses” in peace. The word conjured up an image of childhood purified by the years, a state of idyllic innocence which could be recaptured only in the imagination, and the image was as compelling for him as death was for Walt Whitman. These passive, whispering, dreamlike images were the token of their private alienation from the bustling present for which publicly they were often the spokesmen.

Clemens found in places such as Venice something of what Howells had reveled in during his four years as American consul there: a “vernal silence” and slowness that questioned ambition and invited surrender. The superiority of life in Europe to life in America lay in leisure and comfort, Clemens wrote, and having made this superficial and apparently static contrast, he explored it or implied it insistently. He measured American rush, gain, and early aging against a European standard; his own need to move, move, move, his restlessness and impatience expressed themselves in a heightened response to their opposites. Europe externalized what he did not have, made him question what he did have. In Milan the contrast struck him hard. The image, in The Innocents Abroad, is of a razor which refuses to hold an edge and which the barber puts aside for a few weeks while the edge seems to come back by itself: “What a robust people, what a nation of thinkers we might be, if we would only lay ourselves on the shelf occasionally and renew our edges.” The hand is that of Samuel L. Clemens, but the voice is that of Concord, Massachusetts, not of Hannibal, Virginia City, San Francisco, or Hartford. It was a way of writing about the sources of creative energy—in his later years he was fond of simple mechanistic images (“Waiting for the tanks to fill up again,” he would say during a “dry” spell)—remote in style and content from Mark Twain, the public humorist. His description of himself as “born lazy” may have the same content, phrased in socially acceptable terms, as Herman Melville’s “For the greatest efficiency the harpooners of this world must start to their feet from out of idleness and not from out of toil.”

Like the tenderfoot roughing it in the West, the Innocent in Europe at first finds the customs of the natives alien and obscure. His visit is a process of education, and as his sense of superiority is shaken he begins to take on some of the power and wisdom of the natives, to be able to bear their laughter at him and eventually to share it. In Europe Clemens found not only a fresh subject but also a continuing challenge to his own attitudes and to conventional American values. His correspondence from Europe was often hasty. He padded, he filled up space with easy parody and straight guidebook information. Yet it has a vividness and responsiveness, a versatile style and a flexible point of view that his New York correspondence (which he complained had been “a perfect drag”) often lacked. In New York he had mentioned that he might write a book about the Quaker City excursion. Now his sense of the comic, inconsistent, variegated possibilities in his subject became stronger and stronger, and with a book firmly in mind he made plans for the coming winter.

From Naples he wrote to Senator William M. Stewart of Nevada accepting a private-secretaryship Stewart had offered him in June. He expected to make it one of the “best paying berths in Washington,” he explained to his family, and he added that he would probably be able to find a job for Orion. To Frank Fuller, the willing impresario, who was still out about five hundred dollars on the Cooper Union debut, he reported in greater detail, but still he showed a certain secretiveness about his long-term plans:

Don’t make any arrangements about lecturing for me. I have got a better thing in Washington. Shall spend the winter there. It will be well for both of us, I think—and surely must be for me—better than lecturing at $50 a night for a literary society in Chicago and paying my own expenses. I have calculated all that and there isn’t any money in it…. Winter after next will be early enough to dare that—and I may be better known then, after a winter spent in Washington. I must not commit myself on paper but will explain fully when I see you in October. I have had a good deal of fun on this trip, but it is costing like Sin. I will be a busted community some time before I see America again.
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