[image: image]

[image: image]

Table of Contents
Title Page
EDITOR’S PREFACE
INTRODUCTION
JIM SMILEY AND HIS JUMPING FROG
THE STORY OF THE BAD LITTLE BOY WHO DIDN’T COME TO GRIEF
THE STRANGER’S NARRATIVE
THE STORY OF THE GOOD LITTLE BOY WHO DID NOT PROSPER
HOW I EDITED AN AGRICULTURAL PAPER ONCE
A TRUE STORY, REPEATED WORD FOR WORD AS I HEARD IT
THE FACTS CONCERNING THE RECENT CARNIVAL OF CRIME IN CONNECTICUT
PUNCH, BROTHERS, PUNCH!
JIM BAKER’S BLUE-JAY YARN
THE STOLEN WHITE ELEPHANT
I
II
III
THE MCWILLIAMSES AND THE BURGLAR ALARM
THE PRIVATE HISTORY OF A CAMPAIGN THAT FAILED
EXTRACTS FROM ADAM’S DIARY TRANSLATED FROM THE ORIGINAL MS.
THE MAN THAT CORRUPTED HADLEYBURG
I
II
III
IV
THE $30,000 BEQUEST
I
II
III
IV
V
VI
VII
VIII
EVE’S DIARY TRANSLATED FROM THE ORIGINAL
CAPTAIN STORMFIELD’S VISIT TO HEAVEN
CHAPTER 1
CHAPTER 2
CHAPTER 3
CHAPTER 4
CHAPTER 5 - Captain Stormfield Resumes
CHAPTER 6
LETTER FROM THE RECORDING ANGEL
THE GREAT DARK
BEFORE IT HAPPENED
BOOK II
THE SECOND ADVENT
NOTES
APPENDIX
THE MODERN LIBRARY EDITORIAL BOARD
OTHER MODERN LIBRARY PAPERBACK CLASSICS
SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY
About the Author
ABOUT THE EDITOR
Copyright Page

EDITOR’S PREFACE
Lawrence I. Berkove
“Lord, how we are made—how strangely we are made!” says Mrs. Richards in “The Man That Corrupted Hadleyburg.” Written in the latter years of Twain’s life, that short and simple comment is as good a capsule summary of Twain’s philosophy as anything he ever wrote. It applies equally well to the human race and to its Maker. Twain variously—and sometimes simultaneously—found humanity to be funny, ridiculous, exasperating, disgusting, and damned but seldom sensible and never stable. It supplied him with endless opportunities to express humor, pity, anger, and despair. Twain found its Maker sublime, mysterious, sinister, terrible, and hateful. God created everything good and could have kept it so; instead He allowed—or directed—the first couple to sin once and then visited an awful and ongoing punishment upon them, all their descendants, and all the world forever. All of this Twain found passing strange. In his early writing career he contented himself with emphasizing the humor of what he saw. Increasingly, however, his resentment forced its way to the forefront and humor receded to become only a contributing element in bittersweet.
Several generations of scholarship have been devoted to penetrating the depths and subtleties of Twain’s most famous works, his novels and travel books, but his short stories have only recently begun to be examined as extensively. It is the purpose of this anthology to collect the best of these short stories, including some that presently are relatively unknown, and let them add their evidence to what we know about the range and depth of this incomparable writer.
Twain’s reputation has been established on his humor. He was one of the funniest and most gifted authors who ever lived. His book Roughing It (1872) is practically a compendium of nineteenth-century American humor, and passages of his most famous books, Innocents Abroad (1869), The Gilded Age (1873), Tom Sawyer (1876), Huckleberry Finn (1885), A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (1889),  Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894), and Following the Equator (1897), have become classic comic set pieces. Not surprisingly, this penchant for humor also informs his short stories. His first nationally famous story, “Jim Smiley and His Jumping Frog” (1865), is a magnificent achievement of the humorous storyteller’s art and lends itself especially well to oral interpretation. The misleadingly named “Political Economy” (1870) and “The McWilliamses and the Burglar Alarm” (1882) are choice works of absurd humor, capitalizing on the contrast between modern scientific technology and stubborn and unreconstructed human nature. Late works, such as “The Man That Corrupted Hadleyburg” (1899) and even “The Great Dark” (1898/1962), and “The Second Advent” (1881/1972) have moments of humor but of the grim kind one finds in Hamlet and Macbeth, where the audience, spell-bound by the unrolling tragedy, is forced to smile or snicker against its will by incongruous sallies of jesting or ridiculousness. Here humor intensifies the sense of tragedy.
In reality few of Twain’s stories are purely funny. Most, carefully read, have a bittersweet quality that is at least as much a part of Mark Twain as his humor. Twain himself recognized this most eloquently in one of the aphorisms in Following the Equator: “Every one is a moon, and has a dark side which he never shows to anybody.” Twain’s public persona remained that of a humorist throughout his life, but with the hindsight that comes from knowing more about his personal life than all but his closest family and friends did in his lifetime, of having collected as many of his works and letters as is humanly possible, and of reading them in modern and sophisticated ways, we now know that he had a dark side and we know how to recognize it. Accordingly, the main difference between the early and late stories is the relative proportions of bitter to sweet. In his early works, the sweet predominates; in his late, the bitter. Both qualities, however, are addressed to the same phenomena: the ridiculousness of human nature, life, and creation.
A main source of Twain’s humor was his Calvinist upbringing. The frontier Calvinism of his early years was gloomy and harsh. It taught that human nature was so spoiled by original sin that it was corrupt, and that the great majority of the race was damned to hell. It taught that everything was predestined, including most humans to damnation and a very few to salvation. This meant that there was no such thing as free will, and that freedom as it was generally understood did not exist. Further, it taught the doctrine of double damnation, that is, that even if most humans were not already predestined to Hell, their natures were so corrupt that they would end up damned anyhow. And it taught that a benevolent Deity created this order of things. Twain was never comfortable with the teachings of this religion and considered it not only patently cruel and unfair but also ridiculous. Sly digs at its teachings and not-so-sly digs at its believers occur early in his literature, and the satire becomes only sharper and eventually more obvious in his late writings.
Although Twain attempted to distance himself from Calvinism in his young manhood after he read Tom Paine and adopted his deistic arguments, and in his early married years when he strove to accept liberal evangelistic Protestantism, and again in his later years when he considered himself a secular determinist, the truth is that he could never completely shake off his belief in the teachings of his youth. It was not just a matter of ridding himself of a laughable conception of Deity; the trouble was that for Twain it made sense. Every day he observed fresh reasons to consider the human race damned and its “freedom” an illusion. His uncomfortable recognition of this fact is documented in an 1884 letter to his friend William Dean Howells: “A but-little considered fact in human nature: that the religious folly you are born in you will die in, no matter what apparently reasonabler religious folly may seem to have taken its place meanwhile, & abolished & obliterated it.” What Twain was willing to say directly to a close friend like Howells he was most unwilling to say publicly. After all, he wanted to sell his books and stories, and a religious public such as America had in the nineteenth century was unlikely to buy his writings and attend his lectures if it identified them as harangues and him as a heretic. Humor, especially what looked like good-humored satire, allowed him to so sugarcoat his bitter ideas that few readers of his day even detected them.
A method of combining entertainment with the expression of his convictions occurred to him after he moved to Nevada in 1861 and began absorbing selected aspects of its culture, particularly its fondness for the hoax. The hoax is essentially a put-on, a deception. In the almost lawless mining country of Nevada Territory, hoaxes—frauds or swindles—were everyday occurrences. The early Nevada authors and journalists who comprised what is known as the Sagebrush School not surprisingly incorporated hoaxes into their literature, both as subject matter and technique, and Twain quickly assimilated the ironic Sagebrush style, which both used and exposed hoaxes. It was particularly congenial to his mind not only because it showed him how to mask a serious purpose with humorous deception, but also because it could be applied to Calvinism. The concept of the hoax was peculiarly apt for a trickster Deity passing Himself off as benevolent although He created a world of illusion and a human race that was intended to be defective; that felt free but was predestined; that was so corrupt it could only fail in its efforts to follow impossible laws and standards; that was damned even as it tried to merit salvation by living virtuously. Twain quickly saw the possibilities of using hoaxes to satirize a situation in which religion dangled Heaven and salvation before a doomed and damned race. His satires were never intended to be entirely funny, though they were usually received as such. Inspired by bitter reflections, they seldom lacked bite.
Religious satire tends to fade when the specific religious outlook that inspired it is either lost or transformed by time into something future generations do not respond to. Twain’s specific satires, however, remain fresh because they are usually linked to broader aspects of humor. For example, in “The Story of the Bad Little Boy Who Didn’t Come to Grief ” and “The Story of the Good Little Boy Who Did Not Prosper,” both satires of Sunday-school fiction, Twain’s use of exaggeration is so patent and hilarious that no reader is likely to take them seriously. Likewise, Twain’s control of tone to create a narrator who affects surprise that events in the real world could be so different from how they are depicted in religious books turns readers into complicit sophisticates who laugh at the narrator’s credulous naïveté even as they recognize his belief in religious propaganda as a pose. Although the serious motive in each of these works may be minor by itself, when the works are collected in chronological order and studied as a whole, then the serious purposes behind the recurring religious satire become threads or themes that tie them together.
Stories like “Cannibalism in the Cars” and “Journalism in Tennessee” continue the technique of exaggeration to the point of absurdity, although both stories had some real-life antecedents: in the former case, the well-known account of the 1846 Donner party’s resort to cannibalism, and in the latter, the precarious status of outspoken journalists in Nevada and California, which Twain had observed firsthand. With this in mind, it is not difficult to see that the core of these stories is an exposé of the potential savagery of human nature usually veneered, often thinly, with gentility. What is ridiculous in the first story, therefore, is not so much the capacity for cannibalism as the witty way and cheerful tone in which it is “confessed.”
As Twain matured, it is apparent that he gave considerable thought to the subjects of God and man, and that he progressed beyond simple black-or-white positions. A more complex view of human nature, for example, occurs in “A True Story” with its stark depiction of the cruelty of slavery outweighed by its inspiring view of a deep humanity that triumphs over the pain and suffering caused by oppression. “The Carnival of Crime” also treats its subject with ambivalence. It opens by developing sympathy in readers for the way conscience relentlessly rags its victims, and then suddenly reveals the sympathy to be misplaced when the narrator, mild-mannered and genteel at the beginning of the story, first works himself into a literally murderous rage and then turns into a moral monster as soon as he breaks “free” of his conscience. Although later in his life Twain argued that consciences are the product of training, in this story they are innate, “appointed by authority.” The issue of what sort of “authority” it is that permits conscience to torment its victims beyond reason is not explored but is buried by the humor of the story’s extreme and seemingly absurd conclusion.
A muted criticism of the Deity characterizes the Adam and Eve diaries. Adam, wanting only to enjoy Eden within the framework of law, does not question why animals that subsist on a vegetarian diet have teeth designed for killing one another, or why buzzards appear to be adapted to eating decayed flesh. It is Eve who notices these ominous signs and wonders about them. Twain quietly portrays Eden as a fool’s paradise and its two human inhabitants as victims of a scenario that was predestined from the beginning and that had fixed roles for them, roles they could not evade or alter. Situational humor derives from Adam’s denseness and his exasperation at Eve’s astute perceptions and her proficiency at domesticating him, organizing their lives, and naming, yet beyond that humor Twain turns both diaries into love stories, all the more poignant and tender for having occurred even as God stripped Adam and Eve of their immortality for a single and predestined infraction and drove them out of Eden into a harsh, disappointing, and now deadly world. These two works are important for recognizing that despite Twain’s frequent ridiculing of the human race—its folly, moral faults, and viciousness—at root he had compassion for it. He considered it as mainly guilty of acting no better than God made it, but it is significant that he chose our first parents to show that even fallen human beings remained capable of achieving nobility and love.
“The $30,000 Bequest” and “The Man That Corrupted Hadleyburg” both depict the corrupting power of money—even the  expectation of money—and the susceptibility of human nature to corrupting temptation. There is general agreement that “The Man That Corrupted Hadleyburg” is one of Twain’s finest, boldest, and most pessimistic works. As a product of his late years, it is often related to the bleak deterministic philosophy of What Is Man? (1906) and its core idea, the “master impulse” of the craving for self-approval that is embedded in human nature. While determinism and classical Calvinism have in common unflattering views of human nature and beliefs that human beings are not free, the story at least implies an idea of God and semi-indirectly posits the existence of a resourceful but evil Tempter (“appointed by authority”?) in the form of a mysterious stranger who seeks out Hadleyburg’s weaknesses in order to corrupt it. Godless determinism regards man as a machine; notions of right and wrong are superfluous to it. The idea of a Devil, on the other hand, is very much within the scope of Calvinism, and the word corrupt is its distinctive take on the state of human nature after the Fall. Twain might have intellectually convinced himself of determinism, but in his heart and in his art, Calvinism still reigned.
In the spirit of revisionism that prompted him to retell the stories of Adam and Eve, Twain in “Captain Stormfield’s Visit to Heaven” offers up his view of what an improved God and Heaven might be like. It is a delightful tale, narrated in the colorful vernacular of its namesake protagonist, whom Twain based upon Edgar “Ned” Wakeman, the captain of the ship on which Twain sailed in 1866 from San Francisco to Nicaragua. He is rough around the edges, but malice is not part of his nature and his prejudices do not have deep roots. Heaven, he discovers, is infinitely larger and more accommodating than the biblical place, and its Lord is a benevolent and liberal but not completely effective deistic God. It is not necessary, in this conception, to be a Calvinist, Christian, or even a human being to merit Heaven; portions of it are assigned to every creed under the sun, and even to beings raised under different suns in distant galaxies. All that is necessary, apparently, is to be a basically good individual.
The final story selections are all posthumous publications and all reflect Twain’s rage and despair at the hoaxes of existence. His bitter reflections were undoubtedly intensified by the frustrations and personal tragedies that attended his last years. Although “Letter from the Recording Angel” eviscerates a cheap hypocrite, part of the piece’s humor also derives from Andrew Langdon’s status as one of the elect, destined to Heaven regardless of his dismal earthly record. This parody distorts Calvinistic doctrine, but Twain was too angry at it to be accurate about details. Even in its incomplete form, “The Great Dark” is one of Twain’s major fictional explorations of theological issues, equivalent in importance to the Mysterious Stranger fragments. Classical Christianity teaches that this life is transient and illusory, and Twain in this story blurs the boundaries between reality and dream and contemplates hoaxing levels of existence that are all dreams—nightmares. “The Second Advent” is plainly heretical, but the story is more complicated than it may appear at first glance. It seems to mock the biblical account of the virgin birth, but the miracles that occur later in the story undercut the earlier irony. The idea of a second advent implies a cyclical pattern to history, an idea that Twain pursued from at least as early as Connecticut Yankee (1889), but it is a history that is predestined. As the heretical Calvinist Twain saw it, human history is, not surprisingly, a record of failure because the human race is corrupt and damned; its institutions are no better than it; and the miracles of religion, if accurately reported, would record unforeseen but adverse consequences that disadvantaged many more than they benefited. In theory, religion sounds fine, as does the notion of a second advent, but both turn out to be hoaxes because they are offered to a race incapable of rising to them.
Somewhere deep in Twain’s stories, therefore, are common elements of themes that unite the humorous with the tragic and resolve the apparent contradictions between them as different approaches to the same ideas and values. There is, in short, an intellectual and moral aspect to Twain that is absolutely distinctive and of powerful effect. Enhancing that is the brilliance of his artistry. Both considerations have played a part in the selection of individual works for this anthology.

INTRODUCTION
Pete Hamill
At Christmas of 1946, a great box filled with treasure arrived at our tenement flat in Brooklyn. There were four of us kids at the time. I was eleven, the oldest. The box, we learned, came from a well-off family that had employed my mother as a domestic after her arrival from Ireland in 1929. After she married they remained friends, and the box was as much for her as it was for us. The wrapping was torn off, the box sliced open. And there was the treasure: the collected works of Mark Twain.
Those green books with their imitation-leather bindings became part of childhood itself. We read them, absorbed them, unconsciously made them part of our own American past. At first, my own favorite was the thrilling chronicle of Tom Sawyer. We went with him into the caves near the Mississippi the way we went into the smaller caves of Prospect Park, a few blocks from where we lived in the metropolis. Perhaps a Brooklyn version of Injun Joe waited within. Perhaps our courage would collapse. Perhaps we would enter the darkness and never return, never again see home, never again glimpse the sunny loveliness of Becky Thatcher. The Adventures of Tom Sawyer was not simply a wonderful story; it was, if you were eleven, a guide to conduct.
But there was more awaiting us on that green shelf. We wandered the true West in Roughing It. We traveled on magical steamboats in  Life on the Mississippi, learning the secrets of the river art, understanding that each of us must serve an apprenticeship in life if we hoped for mastery, whether it was in baseball or drawing comic strips. We were Brooklyn Yankees in King Arthur’s Court. We wondered which of our friends was Pudd’nhead Wilson and whether he had a secret twin.
At eleven or twelve, only Adventures of Huckleberry Finn made me uneasy. My father was a drinker. He always worked, and in that hard-drinking, blue-collar neighborhood he bore no resemblance to Huck’s father, the isolated and notorious town drunk. But Finn was an Irish name. In some disturbing way, Twain’s novel made me understand, for the first time, that what seemed normal among the people of our own little Brooklyn hamlet was considered shameful in other places. Particularly in that mysterious America beyond the frontier of New York. In the journey of Huck and the Nigger Jim, where the black man was the instructor of the boy, the goal was not to get home but to flee its illusory safety and imprisoning hypocrisy. In my first reading I couldn’t articulate any of this, but I was unsettled by the injustices of race. We knew almost nothing about race in our neighborhood until Jackie Robinson came to play for the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1947, forcing all of us into the first moral discussions of our young lives. The horrors of the Holocaust seemed far away, but race was on the other side of the park, in Ebbets Field. Even within that context, I could read about Huck and Jim on their great distant American river and not truly understand them. The tale of Tom Sawyer did not disturb me in any way at all.
Then in 1953, as a young would-be sailor in the United States Navy, I was assigned to Ellyson Field in Pensacola, Florida, culturally a Southern town, and in the superb little library on the base fell under the spell of Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and John Dos Passos. Hemingway led me back to Huck and Jim by stating in Green Hills of Africa: “All modern American literature comes from one book by Mark Twain called Huckleberry Finn.” He did not elaborate, although the remark has been often repeated. In part, he surely meant that Twain wrote in the American language and not some imitation of the prose styles of England. I read Huckleberry Finn again just short of my eighteenth birthday, six years after the box of treasure came to Brooklyn, and knew that it was a great novel. In the decades that followed, I read the book more than a dozen times. I’ve never read Tom Sawyer again.
The tales, sketches, and stories in this collection were not then part of my understanding of Samuel L. Clemens, the man who was Mark Twain. In my memory, they were not in any volume of those now vanished green books in Brooklyn. Some had not yet even been published. Over the years, I’ve read most of them, in stray collections, in anthologies. Many are not short stories, in the sense that Guy de Maupassant wrote short stories, or Anton Chekhov, Alphonse Daudet, or Henry James, writers that Clemens might have read in his lifetime (he died in 1910, at age seventy-five). None offer that moment of epiphany that James Joyce gave us in the stories of  Dubliners. None present the sometimes brutal, and always indirect, ironies of Hemingway.
In Twain’s short fictions there is always for me an echo of another master: the great Irish clergyman Jonathan Swift. Like Twain in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Swift in the eighteenth century often used exaggerated, savage satire to make a contemporary point. In “A Modest Proposal” (1729), the great Irishman suggested, with a straight face, that the starving Irish should be encouraged to eat their children. His masterpiece, of course, was Gulliver’s Travels (1726), which could be read as a kind of children’s tale of fantastic voyages, or as a critique of the idiocies of Eurocentrism, human hypocrisy, and mindless political cruelty. He later said his purpose was “to mend the world,” a motive that could have been proposed a century and a half later by Mark Twain. Like Sam Clemens, who adopted the name Mark Twain in his late twenties, Swift used a variety of pseudonyms, my favorite being Isaac Bickerstaff. Like Clemens, he lived into his seventies. Like Clemens, he became bitterly disillusioned with most of the human race.
Sam Clemens knew Gulliver’s Travels well enough to apologize to his wife, Livy, for giving her the book shortly after their 1870 marriage without first cutting out the “indelicate” parts. In “Captain Stormfield’s Visit to Heaven” (this edition includes the full, expanded story first published in 1995, but “Extract from Captain Stormfield’s Visit to Heaven” was published in 1909), Twain is more direct about his appreciation of Swift. This tale is sometimes called science fiction, but it contains very little science. It’s the fictional narrative of the captain, in a voice borrowed from a cherished Clemens friend named Captain Ned Wakefield, who was obscene, daring, and brave. Stormfield dies at the beginning of the story, but he remains conscious and, as he travels through space, is certain he is bound for Hell. For a while he shares the company of a Jew, a black man, and a Presbyterian, like the setup for a hoary barroom joke. But they vanish from the tale, and Stormfield makes it, to his surprise, to Heaven, where he is swiftly admitted by the kind of bureaucratic gate-keepers who administered to immigrants at Castle Garden.
Stormfield quickly discovers that Heaven is much larger and more inclusive than the one advertised by fire-and-brimstone preachers and other ecclesiastical frauds on earth. But its very size eventually urges him to see something smaller, and his friend Sandy takes him to visit an asteroid (which he calls an “asterisk”). Here everything is a miniature version of the earth, including the people.
“Nice little dollies, they were, and not bigger than Gulliver’s Lilliput people,” Stormfield recalls, and goes on to make observations that in 1909 applied to the British Empire and could be applied today to the United States. “They were not afraid of us; in fact they held us in rather frank contempt, because we were giants. Giants have never been respected, in any world.”
But the size of the people of the asterisk—“they were no bigger than a banana”—did not save them from the endless folly and deceptions of other humans. “These little animals were having wars all the time, and raising armies and building navies, and striving after the approval of God every way they could. And wherever there was a savage country that needed civilizing, they went there and took it, and divided it up among the several enlightened monarchs, and civilized it—each monarch in his own way, but generally with Bibles and bullets and taxes. And the way they did whoop-up Morals, and Patriotism, and Religion, and the Brotherhood of Man was noble to see.”
Alas, Twain’s Swiftian tale of Heaven doesn’t truly end; it merely stops. In 1907 the seventy-two-year-old Twain was a tired writer. But the attitude the story expresses is consistent with many other Twain tales. He is opposed to self-righteousness, to unearned authority, to false piety, to hypocrisy, to the wooly language of sermons. He despises the wormy oratory of the professional patriot. To puncture such fraudulence, he uses dark laughter as the point of his spear. Some of his moral tales are slight, with the weight of hurried newspaper columns. Two examples in this collection are “The Story of the Bad Little Boy Who Didn’t Come to Grief ” (1865) and its later variation, “The Story of the Good Little Boy Who Did Not Prosper” (1870). Both are attacks on the bogus visions of Sunday-school pamphlets, with their crude promises that virtue will be rewarded and vice punished. Twain contrasts their porous narratives with the harder certainties of the real world. Good little boys can get wrecked by the world, says Twain; bad little boys can succeed. Twain knows this to be true, because as a boy named Sam Clemens, living in a two-room shack in Hannibal, Missouri, forced by his father’s death to go to work at twelve, he knew more about the real world than the authors of the pamphlets he was satirizing. The world was tougher than any Sunday school. And dark laughter was the best way to deal with moral absurdity.
Sometimes in those early stories he goes on too long, not trusting the reader to get his point. In that way his early work resembles the first stories of Chekhov, who was also considered a “mere” humorist, offering his own takes on harmless topical matters. Both writers learned to leave off the tedious setups and get into the story directly; both eventually knew that the story could end without underlining the point.
Every writer, of course, should be judged on his best work, not his weakest, and Twain wrote some extraordinary stories. Many involved the corrupting illusions that came with visions of instant wealth. In this collection, the densest, most accomplished example is “The Man That Corrupted Hadleyburg” (1899). It is a story with various layers of ambiguity, one that evokes empathy for some of the corrupted and contempt for others, as all enter the crucible of need or greed. Religion offers them no true armor against sin, as conventional pieties collapse in the face of a possible fortune in gold.
The theme is more disturbingly treated in “The $30,000 Bequest.” This is about the growing illusions that grip the imaginations of a married couple as they begin to imagine alternative lives made possible by the promise of thirty thousand dollars from a distant relative. This is to come to them after the relative dies, and he has stated in his letter that such an event was imminent. The catch: They must not come to his town to inquire about his death. That is, they must wait. As they wait, for weeks, months, and then years, there’s a role reversal, as the husband, nicknamed “Sally,” takes over most domestic chores, and the wife, whose name is contracted to “Aleck,” becomes the manager of the imagined fortune. She invests the promised money on paper, consults business journals, works at her desk on projected profits from Wall Street and land speculation. She creates for herself and her husband an imaginary world of great houses, lavish parties, the marriages of their daughters to aristocrats or monarchs. These visions of castles in air have an almost sensual reality. But there isn’t a hint of the sexual in the tale.
This is not surprising. As Justin Kaplan wrote in his prizewinning 1967 biography, Mr. Clemens and Mark Twain: “The loss of sexual innocence, by Mark Twain’s standards, was the equivalent of a total collapse of morality; by a process of displacement, money plays the role of sex in his work. He was notoriously reticent about depicting mature sexual and emotional relationships, but he did write a kind of pornography of the dollar.”
Pornography is, of course, primarily concerned with the imagining of sex; its actual practice is not always part of the deal. Millions of Americans, including Sam Clemens, were driven by gaudy fantasies of immense wealth. Only a few ever attained it. In mature reflection, Clemens believed that an earlier American innocence ended with the 1849 California gold rush, when the get-rich-quick mentality took over the American imagination. This culminated in the excesses and vast new fortunes that marked post–Civil War America. He labeled the epoch “The Gilded Age,” the title of the clumsy 1873 novel he wrote with his Hartford neighbor, the writer Charles Dudley Warner. One point: Base metal can be painted gold, but it remains base metal. Clemens had gone from an impoverished youth to work on the Mississippi riverboats, learned to be a printer and a newspaperman, and in his late twenties lived as a devil-may-care bohemian in San Francisco. But he was himself susceptible to the lurid temptations of big money and to social acceptance by some of the newly rich mountebanks he satirized. When temptation became more concrete, he succumbed. He was, after all, an American.
In the rush of his first literary success (The Innocents Abroad of 1869), he married a rich woman named Olivia (“Livy”) Langdon, made small fortunes as a “humorist” on the lecture circuit, commanded large fees for his magazine articles. He loved being famous almost as much as he loved being rich. After assorted sorrows in Buffalo, New York, he established his family in Hartford, Connecticut, and built one of those preposterous multiturreted Victorian houses, packed with stuffed junk and many servants, a house that might have evoked laughter from a less successful Mark Twain. That house, and its accompanying lifestyle, was a symbol of the era’s appetites and Clemens’s endless personal hungers. Writing alone could not sustain it, and Twain became an entrepreneur, too. He published and distributed his own books. He edited and published the superb memoirs of Ulysses S. Grant. He squandered many thousands in a failed attempt to invent (with a partner) a form of Linotype machine. These activities ate up time and money. They would eventually lead Clemens to an eight-year exile in Europe (where he and his family could live well on less money) and culminate in his bankruptcy in 1894. As the son of a man who had gone bankrupt and wrecked his family’s prospects, Samuel Clemens, upon the collapse of his own gaudy dream, was filled with shame, impotence, and terror.
The contradictions of his life often indirectly permeated his fictions. His “dream tales” often express feelings of self-loathing and a split personality, as can be seen in “The Facts Concerning the Recent Carnival of Crime in Connecticut” (1876) or “The Great Dark” (1898/1962). Some could be straight-out hilarious: “Journalism in Tennessee” (1869), “How I Edited an Agricultural Paper Once” (1870), or that glorious parody of dime-novel detective stories, “The Stolen White Elephant” (1882). Only a few come from the great artist who would write  Huckleberry Finn. One such is “The Private History of a Campaign That Failed” (1885). This account of his brief service in a volunteer secessionist unit during the early days of the Civil War is sometimes comic, sketching the amateurish incompetence of Clemens and his young confederates. But it has a darker, more ambiguous side, too, as Twain describes the killing of a stranger by the panicky young soldiers, a man who was not involved in the war at all. The piece is antiwar in the best sense, not a screed but a story about futility and fear, observed from the ground, where the rain never stops and the earth is always pasty with mud. It also helps explain why young Sam Clemens soon deserted and lit out for the Territory.
Another is “A True Story” (1874), in which an old black woman tells her story (written in dialect that is never comic or racist). She describes how she lost her son during the height of slavery, and how, after twenty years, she found him again. There isn’t a sentence of empty rhetoric in the story. In its simplicity and purity, its sorrow and its joy, it says more about the antihuman horrors of slavery than a thousand tracts. It also helps explain why America was soon to be given the gift of the blues.
This collection is, in the end, a celebration of the many sides of Mark Twain. Here is the American heir of Jonathan Swift. Here is the pure entertainer. Here are the rebel and the conformist. Here is the troubled man struggling to eradicate (or explore) the dark side of the moon, his own fears, his own gigantic contradictions, his own weaknesses. Here, too, is the great artist, the poet of his own childhood and ours.
For years, Samuel Langhorne Clemens struggled against the image of himself as Mark Twain the Humorist, a mere entertainer, and yet he persistently used that image to make money. He was not, after all, the last American for whom the mask became the man. But in 1885, with Huckleberry Finn, he produced a great work of art, one that remains in print all over the world almost a century after his death. After Twain’s passing, other American writers would attain great celebrity before vanishing like shooting stars. Other writers would dissipate their talents with hack work to maintain absurd lifestyles. But the pieces in this collection demonstrate that even the minor work of a great artist can throb with vitality, and reading them, I saw Clemens on a stage in a packed hall, shuffling a bit, pausing for effect, and then unleashing the laughter. They prove one thing: Mark Twain lives on, as does Samuel Langhorne Clemens.
PETE HAMILL, journalist, screenwriter, novelist, and short-story writer, is the author of A Drinking Life: A Memoir and Why Sinatra Matters. His ten novels include Snow in August and Forever. He lives in New York City. 
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JIM SMILEY AND HIS JUMPING FROG
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MR. A. WARD,1
DEAR SIR:—Well, I called on good-natured, garrulous old Simon Wheeler, and I inquired after your friend Leonidas W. Smiley, as you requested me to do, and I hereunto append the result. If you can get any information out of it you are cordially welcome to it. I have a lurking suspicion that your Leonidas W. Smiley is a myth—that you never knew such a personage, and that you only conjectured that if I asked old Wheeler about him it would remind him of his infamous Jim Smiley, and he would go to work and bore me nearly to death with some infernal reminiscence of him as long and tedious as it should be useless to me. If that was your design, Mr. Ward, it will gratify you to know that it succeeded.
I found Simon Wheeler dozing comfortably by the bar-room stove of the little old dilapidated tavern in the ancient mining camp of Boomerang, and I noticed that he was fat and bald-headed, and had an expression of winning gentleness and simplicity upon his tranquil countenance. He roused up and gave me good-day. I told him a friend of mine had commissioned me to make some inquiries about a cherished companion of his boyhood named Leonidas W. Smiley—Rev. Leonidas W. Smiley—a young minister of the gospel, who he had heard was at one time a resident of this village of Boomerang. I added that if Mr. Wheeler could tell me anything about this Rev. Leonidas W. Smiley, I would feel under many obligations to him.
Simon Wheeler backed me into a corner and blockaded me there with his chair—and then sat down and reeled off the monotonous narrative which follows this paragraph. He never smiled, he never frowned, he never changed his voice from the quiet, gently-flowing key to which he tuned 2 the initial sentence, he never betrayed the slightest suspicion of enthusiasm—but all through the interminable narrative there ran a vein of impressive earnestness and sincerity, which showed me plainly that so far from his imagining that there was anything ridiculous or funny about his story, he regarded it as a really important matter, and admired its two heroes as men of transcendent genius in finesse. To me, the spectacle of a man drifting serenely along through such a queer yarn without ever smiling was exquisitely absurd. As I said before, I asked him to tell me what he knew of Rev. Leonidas W. Smiley, and he replied as follows. I let him go on in his own way, and never interrupted him once:
There was a feller here once by the name of Jim Smiley, in the winter of ’49—or maybe it was the spring of ’50—I don’t recollect exactly, some how, though what makes me think it was one or the other is because I remember the big flume wasn’t finished when he first come to the camp; but anyway, he was the curiosest man about always betting on anything that turned up you ever see, if he could get anybody to bet on the other side, and if he couldn’t he’d change sides—any way that suited the other man would suit him—any way just so’s he got a bet, he was satisfied. But still, he was lucky—uncommon lucky; he most always come out winner. He was always ready and laying for a chance; there couldn’t be no solitry thing mentioned but what that feller’d offer to bet on it—and take any side you please, as I was just telling you: if there was a horse race, you’d find him flush or you find him busted at the end of it; if there was a dogfight, he’d bet on it; if there was a cat-fight, he’d bet on it; if there was a chicken-fight, he’d bet on it; why if there was two birds setting on a fence, he would bet you which one would fly first—or if there was a camp-meeting he would be there reglar to bet on parson Walker, which he judged to be the best exhorter about here, and so he was, too, and a good man; if he even see a straddle-bug start to go any wheres, he would bet you how long it would take him to get wherever he was going to, and if you took him up he would foller that straddle-bug to Mexico but what he would find out where he was bound for and how long he was on the road. Lots of the boys here has seen that Smiley and can tell you about him. Why, it never made no difference to him—he would bet on anything— the dangdest feller. Parson Walker’s wife laid very sick, once, for a good while, and it seemed as if they warn’t going to save her; but one morning he come in and Smiley asked him how she was, and he said she was considerable better—thank the Lord for his inf ’nit mercy—and coming on so smart that with the blessing of Providence she’d get well yet—and Smiley, before he thought, says, “Well, I’ll resk two-and-a-half that she don’t, anyway.”
Thish-yer Smiley had a mare—the boys called her the fifteenminute nag, but that was only in fun, you know, because, of course, she was faster than that—and he used to win money on that horse, for all she was so slow and always had the asthma, or the distemper, or the consumption, or something of that kind. They used to give her two or three hundred yards’ start, and then pass her under way; but always at the fag-end of the race she’d get excited and desperate-like, and come cavorting and spraddling up, and scattering her legs around limber, sometimes in the air, and sometimes out to one side amongst the fences, and kicking up m-o-r-e dust, and raising m-o-r-e racket with her coughing and sneezing and blowing her nose—and always fetch up at the stand just about a neck ahead, as near as you could cipher it down.
And he had a little small bull-pup, that to look at him you’d think he warn’t worth a cent, but to set around and look ornery, and lay for a chance to steal something. But as soon as money was up on him he was a different dog—his under-jaw’d begin to stick out like the for’castle of a steamboat, and his teeth would uncover, and shine savage like the furnaces. And a dog might tackle him, and bully-rag him, and bite him, and throw him over his shoulder two or three times, and Andrew Jackson— which was the name of the pup—Andrew Jackson would never let on but what he was satisfied, and hadn’t expected nothing else—and the bets being doubled and doubled on the other side all the time, till the money was all up—and then all of a sudden he would grab that other dog just by the joint of his hind legs and freeze to it—not chaw, you understand, but only just grip and hang on till they throwed up the sponge, if it was a year. Smiley always came out winner on that pup till he harnessed a dog once that didn’t have no hind legs, because they’d been sawed off in a circular saw, and when the thing had gone along far enough, and the money was all up, and he came to make a snatch for his pet holt, he saw in a minute how he’d been imposed on, and how the other dog had him in the door, so to speak, and he ’peared surprised, and then he looked sorter discouraged like, and didn’t try no more to win the fight, and so he got shucked out bad. He gave Smiley a look as much as to say his heart was broke, and it was his fault, for putting up a dog that hadn’t no hind legs for him to take holt of, which was his main dependence in a fight, and then he limped off a piece, and laid down and died. It was a good pup, was that Andrew Jackson, and would have made a name for hisself if he’d lived, for the stuff was in him, and he had genius—I know it, because he hadn’t had no opportunities to speak of, and it don’t stand to reason that a dog could make such a fight as he could under them circumstances, if he hadn’t no talent. It always makes me feel sorry when I think of that last fight of his’on, and the way it turned out.
Well, thish-yer Smiley had rat-terriers and chicken cocks, and tom-cats, and all them kind of things, till you couldn’t rest, and you couldn’t fetch nothing for him to bet on but he’d match you. He ketched a frog one day and took him home and said he cal’lated to educate him; and so he never done nothing for three months but set in his back yard and learn that frog to jump. And you bet you he did learn him, too. He’d give him a little hunch behind, and the next minute you’d see that frog whirling in the air like a doughnut—see him turn one summerset, or maybe a couple, if he got a good start, and come down flat-footed and all right, like a cat. He got him up so in the matter of ketching flies, and kept him in practice so constant, that he’d nail a fly every time as far as he could see him. Smiley said all a frog wanted was education, and he could do most anything—and I believe him. Why, I’ve seen him set Dan’l Webster down here on this floor—Dan’l Webster was the name of the frog—and sing out, “Flies! Dan’l, flies,” and quicker’n you could wink, he’d spring straight up, and snake a fly off ’n the counter there, and flop down on the floor again as solid as a gob of mud, and fall to scratching the side of his head with his hind foot as indifferent as if he hadn’t no idea he’d done any more’n any frog might do. You never see a frog so modest and straightfor’ard as he was, for all he was so gifted. And when it come to fair-and-square jumping on a dead level, he could get over more ground at one straddle than any animal of his breed you ever see. Jumping on a dead level was his strong suit, you understand, and when it come to that, Smiley would ante up money on him as long as he had a red. Smiley was monstrous proud of his frog, and well he might be, for fellers that had travelled and ben everywheres all said he laid over any frog that ever they see.
Well, Smiley kept the beast in a little lattice box, and he used to fetch him down town sometimes and lay for a bet. One day a feller— a stranger in the camp, he was—come across him with his box, and says:
“What might it be that you’ve got in the box?”
And Smiley says, sorter indifferent like, “It might be a parrot, or it might be a canary, maybe, but it ain’t—it’s only just a frog.”
And the feller took it, and looked at it careful, and turned it round this way and that, and says, “H’m—so ’tis. Well, what’s  he good for?”
“Well,” Smiley says, easy and careless, “He’s good enough for one thing I should judge—he can out-jump ary frog in Calaveras county.”
The feller took the box again, and took another long, particular look, and give it back to Smiley and says, very deliberate, “Well—I don’t see no points about that frog that’s any better’n any other frog.”
“Maybe you don’t,” Smiley says. “Maybe you understand frogs, and maybe you don’t understand ’em; maybe you’ve had experience, and maybe you ain’t only a amature, as it were. Anyways, I’ve got my opinion, and I’ll resk forty dollars that he can out-jump ary frog in Calaveras county.”
And the feller studied a minute, and then says, kinder sad, like, “Well—I’m only a stranger here, and I ain’t got no frog—but if I had a frog I’d bet you.”
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And then Smiley says, “That’s all right—that’s all right—if you’ll hold my box a minute I’ll go and get you a frog;” and so the feller took the box, and put up his forty dollars along with Smiley’s, and set down to wait.
So he set there a good while thinking and thinking to hisself, and then he got the frog out and prized his mouth open and took a teaspoon and filled him full of quail-shot—filled him pretty near up to his chin—and set him on the floor. Smiley he went out to the swamp and slopped around in the mud for a long time, and finally he ketched a frog and fetched him in and give him to this feller and says:
“Now if you’re ready, set him alongside of Dan’l, with his forepaws just even with Dan’l’s, and I’ll give the word.” Then he says, “one— two—three—jump!” and him and the feller touched up the frogs from behind, and the new frog hopped off lively, but Dan’l give a heave, and hysted up his shoulders—so—like a Frenchman, but it wasn’t no use— he couldn’t budge; he was planted as solid as a anvil, and he couldn’t no more stir than if he was anchored out. Smiley was a good deal surprised, and he was disgusted too, but he didn’t have no idea what the matter was, of course.
The feller took the money and started away, and when he was going out at the door he sorter jerked his thumb over his shoulder—this way— at Dan’l, and says again, very deliberate, “Well—I don’t see no points about that frog that’s any better’n any other frog.”
Smiley he stood scratching his head and looking down at Dan’l a long time, and at last he says, “I do wonder what in the nation that frog throwed off for—I wonder if there ain’t something the matter with him—he ’pears to look might baggy, somehow”—and he ketched Dan’l by the nap of the neck, and lifted him up and says, “Why blame my cats if he don’t weigh five pound”—and turned him upside down, and he belched out about a double-handful of shot. And then he see how it was, and he was the maddest man—he set the frog down and took out after that feller, but he never ketched him. And——
[Here Simon Wheeler heard his name called from the front-yard, and got up to go and see what was wanted.] And turning to me as he moved away, he said: “Just sit where you are, stranger, and rest easy— I ain’t going to be gone a second.”
But by your leave, I did not think that a continuation of the history of the enterprising vagabond Jim Smiley would be likely to afford me much information concerning the Rev. Leonidas W. Smiley, and so I started away.
At the door I met the sociable Wheeler returning, and he buttonholed me and recommenced:
“Well, thish-yer Smiley had a yaller one-eyed cow that didn’t have no tail only just a short stump like a bannanner, and——”
“O, curse Smiley and his afflicted cow!” I muttered, good-naturedly, and bidding the old gentleman good-day, I departed.
Yours, truly,
MARK TWAIN
[1865]


THE STORY OF THE BAD LITTLE BOY WHO DIDN’T COME TO GRIEF
[image: image]
Once there was a bad little boy, whose name was Jim—though, if you will notice, you will find that bad little boys are nearly always called James in your Sunday-school books. It was very strange, but still it was true, that this one was called Jim.
He didn’t have any sick mother, either—a sick mother who was pious and had the consumption, and would be glad to lie down in the grave and be at rest, but for the strong love she bore her boy, and the anxiety she felt that the world would be harsh and cold towards him when she was gone. Most bad boys in the Sunday books are named James, and have sick mothers, who teach them to say, “Now I lay me down,” etc., and sing them to sleep with sweet plaintive voices, and then kiss them goodnight, and kneel down by the bedside and weep. But it was different with this fellow. He was named Jim, and there wasn’t any thing the matter with his mother—no consumption, nor any thing of that kind. She was rather stout than otherwise, and she was not pious; moreover, she was not anxious on Jim’s account. She said if he were to break his neck, it wouldn’t be much loss. She always spanked Jim to sleep, and she never kissed him goodnight; on the contrary, she boxed his ears when she was ready to leave him.
Once this little bad boy stole the key of the pantry and slipped in there and helped himself to some jam, and filled up the vessel with tar, so that his mother would never know the difference; but all at once a terrible feeling didn’t come over him, and something didn’t seem to whisper to him, “Is it right to disobey my mother? Isn’t it sinful to do this? Where do bad little boys go who gobble up their good kind mother’s jam?” and then he didn’t kneel down all alone and promise never to be wicked any more, and rise up with a light, happy heart, and go and tell his mother all about it, and beg her forgiveness, and be blessed by her with tears of pride and thankfulness in her eyes. No; that is the way with all other bad boys in the books; but it happened otherwise with this Jim, strangely enough. He ate that jam, and said it was bully, in his sinful, vulgar way; and he put in the tar, and said that was bully also, and laughed, and observed that “the old woman would get up and snort” when she found it out; and when she did find it out, he denied knowing any thing about it, and she whipped him severely, and he did the crying himself. Every thing about this boy was curious—every thing turned out differently with him from the way it does to the bad Jameses in the books.
Once he climbed up in Farmer Acorn’s apple-tree to steal apples, and the limb didn’t break, and he didn’t fall and break his arm, and get torn by the farmer’s great dog, and then languish on a sick bed for weeks, and repent and become good. Oh! no; he stole as many apples as he wanted, and came down all right; and he was all ready for the dog, too, and knocked him endways with a brick when he came to tear him. It was very strange—nothing like it ever happened in those mild little books with marbled backs, and with pictures in them of men with swallow-tailed coats, and bell-crowned hats, and pantaloons that are short in the legs, and women with the waists of their dresses under their arms and no hoops on. Nothing like it in any of the Sunday-school books.
Once he stole the teacher’s penknife, and when he was afraid it would be found out, and he would get whipped, he slipped it into George Wilson’s cap—poor Widow Wilson’s son, the moral boy, the good little boy of the village, who always obeyed his mother, and never told an untruth, and was fond of his lessons and infatuated with Sunday-school. And when the knife dropped from the cap, and poor George hung his head and blushed, as if in conscious guilt, and the grieved teacher charged the theft upon him, and was just in the very act of bringing the switch down upon his trembling shoulders, a white-haired improbable justice of the peace did not suddenly appear in their midst and strike an attitude and say, “spare this noble boy—there stands the cowering culprit! I was passing the school-door at recess, and, unseen myself, I saw the theft committed!” And then Jim didn’t get whaled, and the venerable justice didn’t read the tearful school a homily, and take George by the hand and say such a boy deserved to be exalted, and then tell him to come and make his home with him, and sweep out the office, and make fires, and run errands, and chop wood, and study law, and help his wife do household labors, and have all the balance of the time to play, and get forty cents a month, and be happy. No; it would have happened that way in the books, but it didn’t happen that way to Jim. No meddling old clam of a justice dropped in to make trouble, and so the model boy George got thrashed, and Jim was glad of it; because, you know, Jim hated moral boys. Jim said he was “down on them milksops.” Such was the coarse language of this bad, neglected boy.
But the strangest thing that ever happened to Jim was the time he went boating on Sunday and didn’t get drowned, and that other time that he got caught out in the storm when he was fishing on Sunday, and didn’t get struck by lightning. Why, you might look, and look, all through the Sunday-school books, from now till next Christmas, and you would never come across any thing like this. Oh! no; you would find that all the bad boys who go boating on Sunday invariably get drowned; and all the bad boys who get caught out in storms, when they are fishing on Sunday, infallibly get struck by lightning. Boats with bad boys in them always upset on Sunday, and it always storms when bad boys go fishing on the Sabbath. How this Jim ever escaped is a mystery to me.
This Jim bore a charmed life—that must have been the way of it. Nothing could hurt him. He even gave the elephant in the menagerie a plug of tobacco, and the elephant didn’t knock the top of his head off with his trunk. He browsed around the cupboard after essence of peppermint, and didn’t make a mistake and drink aqua fortis. He stole his father’s gun and went hunting on the Sabbath, and didn’t shoot three or four of his fingers off. He struck his little sister on the temple with his fist when he was angry, and she didn’t linger in pain through long summer days, and die with sweet words of forgiveness upon her lips that redoubled the anguish of his breaking heart. No; she got over it. He ran off and went to sea at last, and didn’t come back and find himself sad and alone in the world, his loved ones sleeping in the quiet churchyard, and the vine-embowered home of his boyhood tumbled down and gone to decay. Ah! no; he came home drunk as a piper, and got into the station-house the first thing.
And he grew up, and married, and raised a large family, and brained them all with an ax one night, and got wealthy by all manner of cheating and rascality, and now he is the infernalest wickedest scoundrel in his native village, and is universally respected, and belongs to the Legislature.
So you see there never was a bad James in the Sunday-school books that had such a streak of luck as this sinful Jim with the charmed life.
[1865]
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I visited St. Louis lately, and on my way west, after changing cars at Terre Haute, Indiana, a mild, benevolent-looking gentleman of about forty-five, or may be fifty, came in at one of the way-stations and sat down beside me. We talked together pleasantly on various subjects for an hour, perhaps, and I found him exceedingly intelligent and entertaining. When he learned that I was from Washington, he immediately began to ask questions about various public men, and about Congressional affairs; and I saw very shortly that I was conversing with a man who was perfectly familiar with the ins and outs of political life at the Capital, even to the ways and manners, and customs of procedure of Senators and Representatives in the Chambers of the National Legislature. Presently two men halted near us for a single moment, and one said to the other:
“Harris, if you’ll do that for me, I’ll never forget you, my boy.”
My new comrade’s eyes lighted pleasantly. The words had touched upon a happy memory, I thought. Then his face settled into thoughtfulness —almost into gloom. He turned to me and said, “Let me tell you a story; let me give you a secret chapter of my life—a chapter that has never been referred to by me since its events transpired. Listen patiently, and promise that you will not interrupt me.”
I said I would not, and he related the following strange adventure, speaking sometimes with animation, sometimes with melancholy, but always with feeling and earnestness.
THE STRANGER’S NARRATIVE 
On the 19th December, 1853, I started from St. Louis in the evening train, bound for Chicago. There were only twenty-four passengers, all told. There were no ladies and no children. We were in excellent spirits, and pleasant acquaintanceships were soon formed. The journey bade fair to be a happy one, and no individual in the party, I think, had even the vaguest presentiment of the horrors we were soon to undergo.
At 11 P.M. it began to snow hard. Shortly after leaving the small village of Weldon, we entered upon that tremendous prairie solitude that stretches its leagues on leagues of houseless dreariness far away towards the Jubilee Settlements. The winds unobstructed by trees or hills, or even vagrant rocks, whistled fiercely across the level desert, driving the falling snow before it like spray from the crested waves of a stormy sea. The snow was deepening fast, and we knew, by the diminished speed of the train, that the engine was ploughing through it with steadily increasing difficulty. Indeed it almost came to a dead halt sometimes, in the midst of great drifts that piled themselves like colossal graves across the track. Conversation began to flag. Cheerfulness gave place to grave concern. The possibility of being imprisoned in the snow, on the bleak prairie, fifty miles from any house, presented itself to every mind, and extended its depressing influence over every spirit.
At two o’clock in the morning I was aroused out of an uneasy slumber by the ceasing of all motion about me. The appalling truth flashed upon me instantly—we were captives in a snow-drift! “All hands to the rescue!” Every man sprang to obey. Out into the wild night, the pitchy darkness, the billowing snow, the driving storm, every soul leaped, with the consciousness that a moment lost now might bring destruction to us all. Shovels, hands, boards—anything, everything that could displace snow, was brought into instant requisition. It was a weird picture, that small company of frantic men fighting the banking snows, half in the blackest shadow and half in the angry light of the locomotive’s reflector.
One short hour sufficed to prove the utter uselessness of our efforts. The storm barricaded the track with a dozen drifts while we dug one away. And worse than this, it was discovered that the last grand charge the engine had made upon the enemy had broken the fore-and-aft shaft of the driving-wheel! With a free track before us we should still have been helpless. We entered the car wearied with labor, and very sorrowful. We gathered about the stoves, and gravely canvassed our situation. We had no provisions whatever—in this lay our chief distress. We could not freeze, for there was a good supply of wood in the tender. This was our only comfort. The discussion ended at last in accepting the disheartening decision of the conductor,—viz.: That it would be death for any man to attempt to travel fifty miles on foot through snow like that. We could not send for help, and even if we could, it could not come. We must submit and await, as patiently as we might, succor or starvation! I think the stoutest heart there felt a momentary chill when those words were uttered.
Within the hour conversation subsided to a low murmur here and there about the car, caught fitfully between the rising and falling of the blast; the lamps grew dim; and the majority of the castaways settled themselves among the flickering shadows to think—to forget the present if they could—to sleep, if they might.
The eternal night—it surely seemed eternal to us—wore its lagging hours away at last, and the cold grey dawn broke in the east. As the light grew stronger the passengers began to stir and give signs of life, one after another, and each in turn pushed his slouched hat up from his forehead, stretched his stiffened limbs, and glanced out at the windows upon the cheerless prospect. It was cheerless indeed!—not a living thing visible anywhere, not a human habitation; nothing but a vast white desert; uplifted sheets of snow drifting hither and thither before the wind— a world of eddying flakes shutting out the firmament above.
All day we moped about the cars, saying little, thinking much. Another lingering, dreary night—and hunger.
Another dawning—another day of silence, sadness, wasting hunger, hopeless watching for succor that could not come. A night of restless slumber, filled with dreams of feasting—wakings distressed with the gnawings of hunger.
The fourth day came and went—and the fifth! Five days of dreadful imprisonment! A savage hunger looked out at every eye. There was in it a sign of awful import—the foreshadowing of a something that was vaguely shaping itself in every heart—a something which no tongue dared yet to frame into words.
The sixth day passed—the seventh dawned upon as gaunt and haggard and hopeless a company of men as ever stood in the shadow of death. It must out now! That thing which had been growing up in every heart was ready to leap from every lip at last! Nature had been taxed to the utmost—she must yield. RICHARD H. GASTON, of Minnesota, tall, cadaverous, and pale, rose up. All knew what was coming. All prepared—every emotion, every semblance of excitement was smothered—only a calm, thoughtful seriousness appeared in the eyes that were lately so wild.
“Gentlemen,—It cannot be delayed longer! The time is at hand! We must determine which of us shall die to furnish food for the rest!”
Mr. JOHN J. WILLIAMS, of Illinois, rose and said: “Gentlemen,— I nominate the Rev. James Sawyer, of Tennessee.”
Mr. WM. R. ADAMS, of Indiana, said: “I nominate Mr. Daniel Slote, of New York.”
Mr. CHARLES J. LANGDON: “I nominate Mr. Samuel A. Bowen, of St. Louis.”
Mr. SLOTE: “Gentlemen,—I desire to decline in favor of Mr. John A. Van Nostrand, jun., of New Jersey.”
Mr. GASTON: “If there be no objection, the gentleman’s desire will be acceded to.”
Mr. VAN NOSTRAND objecting, the resignation of Mr. Slote was rejected. The resignations of Messrs. Sawyer and Bowen were also offered, and refused upon the same grounds.
Mr. A. L. BASCOM, of Ohio: “I move that the nominations now close, and that the House proceed to an election by ballot.”
Mr. SAWYER: “Gentlemen,—I protest earnestly against these proceedings. They are, in every way, irregular and unbecoming. I must beg to move that they be dropped at once, and that we elect a chairman of the meeting and proper officers to assist him, and then we can go on with the business before us understandingly.”
Mr. BELKNAP, of Iowa: “Gentlemen,—I object. This is no time to stand upon forms and ceremonious observances. For more than seven days we have been without food. Every moment we lose in idle discussion increases our distress. I am satisfied with the nominations that have been made—every gentleman present is, I believe—and I, for one, do not see why we should not proceed at once to elect one or more of them. I wish to offer a resolution——”
Mr. GASTON: “It would be objected to, and have to lie over one day under the rules, thus bringing about the very delay you wish to avoid. The gentleman from New Jersey——”
Mr. VAN NOSTRAND: “Gentlemen, I am a stranger among you; I have not sought the distinction that has been conferred upon me, and I feel a delicacy.”
Mr. MORGAN, of Alabama: “I move the previous question.”
The motion was carried, and further debate shut off, of course. The motion to elect officers was passed, and under it Mr. Gaston was chosen Chairman, Mr. Blake, Secretary, Messrs. Holcomb, Dyer, and Baldwin, a Committee on nominations, and Mr. R. M. Howland, Purveyor, to assist the committee in making selections.
A recess of half an hour was then taken, and some little caucusing followed. At the sound of the gavel the meeting reassembled, and the committee reported in favor of Messrs. George Ferguson, of Kentucky, Lucien Hermann, of Louisiana, and W. Messick, of Colorado, as candidates. The report was accepted.
Mr. ROGERS, of Missouri: “Mr. President,—The report being properly before the House now, I move to amend it by substituting for the name of Mr. Hermann that of Mr. Lucius Harris, of St. Louis, who is well and honorably known to us all. I do not wish to be understood as casting the least reflection upon the high character and standing of the gentleman from Louisiana—far from it. I respect and esteem him as much as any gentleman here present possibly can; but none of us can be blind to the fact that he has lost more flesh during the week that we have lain here than any among you—none of us can be blind to the fact that the committee has been derelict in its duty, either through negligence or a graver fault, in thus offering for our suffrages a gentleman who, however pure his own motives may be, has really less nutriment in him——”
THE CHAIR: “The gentleman from Missouri will take his seat. The Chair cannot allow the integrity of the Committee to be questioned save by the regular course, under the rules. What action will the House take upon the gentleman’s motion?”
Mr. HALLIDAY, of Virginia: “I move to further amend the report by substituting Mr. Harvey Davis, of Oregon, for Mr. Messick. It may be urged by gentlemen that the hardships and privations of a frontier life have rendered Mr. Davis tough; but, gentlemen, is this a time to cavil at toughness? is this a time to be fastidious concerning trifles? is this a time to dispute about matters of paltry significance? No, gentlemen, bulk is what we desire—substance, weight, bulk—these are the supreme requisites now—not talent, not genius, not education. I insist upon my motion.”
Mr. MORGAN (excitedly): “Mr. Chairman,—I do most strenuously object to this amendment. The gentleman from Oregon is old, and furthermore is bulky only in bone—not in flesh. I ask the gentleman from Virginia if it is soup we want instead of solid sustenance? if he would delude us with shadows? if he would mock our suffering with an Oregonian spectre? I ask him if he can look upon the anxious faces around him, if he can gaze into our sad eyes, if he can listen to the beating of our expectant hearts, and still thrust this famine-stricken fraud upon us? I ask him if he can think of our desolate state, of our past sorrows, of our dark future, and still unpityingly foist upon us this wreck, this ruin, this tottering swindle, this gnarled and blighted and sapless vagabond from Oregon’s inhospitable shores? Never!” (Applause.)
The amendment was put to vote, after a fiery debate, and lost. Mr. Harris was substituted on the first amendment. The balloting then began. Five ballots were held without a choice. On the sixth, Mr. Harris was elected, all voting for him but himself. It was then moved that his election should be ratified by acclamation, which was lost, in consequence of his again voting against himself.
Mr. RADWAY moved that the House now take up the remaining candidates, and go into an election for breakfast. This was carried.
On the first ballot there was a tie, half the members favoring one candidate on account of his youth, and half favoring the other on account of his superior size. The President gave the casting vote for the latter, Mr. Messick. This decision created considerable dissatisfaction among the friends of Mr. Ferguson, the defeated candidate, and there was some talk of demanding a new ballot; but in the midst of it, a motion to adjourn was carried, and the meeting broke up at once.
The preparations for supper diverted the attention of the Ferguson faction from the discussion of their grievance for a long time, and then, when they would have taken it up again, the happy announcement that Mr. Harris was ready, drove all thought of it to the winds.
We improvised tables by propping up the backs of car-seats, and sat down with hearts full of gratitude to the finest supper that had blessed our vision for seven torturing days. How changed we were from what we had been a few short hours before! Hopeless, sad-eyed misery, hunger, feverish anxiety, desperation, then—thankfulness, serenity, joy too deep for utterance now. That I know was the cheeriest hour of my eventful life. The wind howled, and blew the snow wildly about our prison-house, but they were powerless to distress us any more. I liked Harris. He might have been better done, perhaps, but I am free to say that no man ever agreed with me better than Harris, or afforded me so large a degree of satisfaction. Messick was very well, though rather highflavored, but for genuine nutritiousness and delicacy of fibre, give me Harris. Messick had his good points—I will not attempt to deny it, nor do I wish to do it—but he was no more fitted for breakfast than a mummy would be, sir—not a bit. Lean?—why, bless me!—and tough? Ah, he was very tough! You could not imagine it,—you could never imagine anything like it.
“Do you mean to tell me that——”
Do not interrupt me, please. After breakfast we elected a man by the name of Walker, from Detroit, for supper. He was very good. I wrote his wife so afterwards. He was worthy of all praise. I shall always remember Walker. He was a little rare, but very good. And then the next morning we had Morgan, of Alabama, for breakfast. He was one of the finest men I ever sat down to,—handsome, educated, refined, spoke several languages fluently—a perfect gentleman—he was a perfect gentleman, and singularly juicy. For supper we had that Oregon patriarch, and he was a fraud, there is no question about it—old, scraggy, tough—nobody can picture the reality. I finally said, gentlemen, you can do as you like, but I will wait for another election. And Grimes, of Illinois, said, “Gentlemen, I will wait also. When you elect a man that has something to recommend him, I shall be glad to join you again.” It soon became evident that there was general dissatisfaction with Davis, of Oregon, and so, to preserve the good-will that had prevailed so pleasantly since we had had Harris, an election was called, and the result of it was that Baker, of Georgia, was chosen. He was splendid! Well, well—after that we had Doolittle, and Hawkins, and McElroy (there was some complaint about McElroy, because he was uncommonly short and thin), and Penrod, and two Smiths, and Bailey (Bailey had a wooden leg, which was clear loss, but he was otherwise good), and an Indian boy, and an organ-grinder, and a gentleman by the name of Buckminster—a poor stick of a vagabond that wasn’t any good for company and no account for breakfast. We were glad we got him elected before relief came.
“And so the blessed relief did come at last?”
Yes, it came one bright sunny morning, just after election. John Murphy was the choice, and there never was a better, I am willing to testify; but John Murphy came home with us, in the train that came to succor us, and lived to marry the widow Harris——
“Relict1 of——”
Relict of our first choice. He married her, and is happy and respected and prosperous yet. Ah, it was like a novel, sir—it was like a romance. This is my stopping-place, sir; I must bid you good-bye. Any time that you can make it convenient to tarry a day or two with me, I shall be glad to have you. I like you, sir; I have conceived an affection for you. I could like you as well as I liked Harris himself, sir. Good day, sir, and a pleasant journey.
He was gone. I never felt so stunned, so distressed, so bewildered in my life. But in my soul I was glad he was gone. With all his gentleness of manner and his soft voice, I shuddered whenever he turned his hungry eye upon me; and when I heard that I had achieved his perilous affection, and that I stood almost with the late Harris in his esteem, my heart fairly stood still!
I was bewildered beyond description. I did not doubt his word; I could not question a single item in a statement so stamped with the earnestness of truth as his; but its dreadful details overpowered me, and threw my thoughts into hopeless confusion.
I saw the conductor looking at me. I said, “Who is that man?”
“He was a member of Congress once, and a good one. But he got caught in a snowdrift in the cars, and like to been starved to death. He got so frost-bitten and frozen up generally, and used up for want of something to eat, that he was sick and out of his head two or three months afterwards. He is all right now, only he is a monomaniac, and when he gets on that old subject he never stops till he has eat up that whole car-load of people he talks about. He would have finished the crowd by this time, only he had to get out here. He has got their names as pat as A, B, C. When he gets them all eat up but himself, he always says:—‘Then the hour for the usual election for breakfast having arrived, and there being no opposition, I was duly elected, after which, there being no objections offered, I resigned. Thus I am here.’”
I felt inexpressibly relieved to know that I had only been listening to the harmless vagaries of a madman, instead of the genuine experiences of a bloodthirsty cannibal.
[1868]
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The editor of the Memphis Avalanche swoops thus mildly down upon a correspondent who posted him as a Radical: “While he was writing the first word, the middle word, dotting his i’s, crossing his t’s, and punching his period, he knew he was concocting a sentence that was saturated with infamy and reeking with falsehood.”
—Exchange
I was told by the physician that a Southern climate would improve my health, and so I went down to Tennessee and got a berth on the Morning Glory and Johnson County War-Whoop, as associate editor. When I went on duty I found the chief editor sitting tilted back in a three-legged chair with his feet on a pine table. There was another pine table in the room, and another afflicted chair, and both were half buried under newspapers and scraps and sheets of manuscript. There was a wooden box of sand, sprinkled with cigar stubs and “old soldiers,”1 and a stove with a door hanging by its upper hinge. The chief editor had a long-tailed black cloth frock coat on, and white linen pants. His boots were small and neatly blacked. He wore a ruffled shirt, a large seal ring, a standing collar of obsolete pattern and a checkered neckerchief with the ends hanging down. Date of costume, about 1848. He was smoking a cigar and trying to think of a word. And in trying to think of a word, and in pawing his hair for it, he had rumpled his locks a good deal. He was scowling fearfully, and I judged that he was concocting a particularly knotty editorial. He told me to take the exchanges and skim through them and write up the “Spirit of the Tennessee Press,” condensing into the article all of their contents that seemed of interest.
I wrote as follows:
“SPIRIT OF THE TENNESSEE PRESS
“The editors of the Semi-Weekly Earthquake evidently labor under a misapprehension with regard to the Ballyhack railroad. It is not the object of the company to leave Buzzardville off to one side. On the contrary they consider it one of the most important points along the line, and consequently can have no desire to slight it. The gentlemen of the  Earthquake will of course take pleasure in making the correction.
“John W. Blossom, Esq., the able editor of the Higginsville Thunderbolt and Battle-Cry of Freedom, arrived in the city yesterday. He is stopping at the Van Buren House.
“We observe that our cotemporary of the Mud Springs  Morning Howl has fallen into the error of supposing that the election of Van Werter is not an established fact, but he will have discovered his mistake before this reminder reaches him, no doubt. He was doubtless misled by incomplete election returns.
“It is pleasant to note that the city of Blathersville is endeavoring to contract with some New York gentlemen to pave its well nigh impassable streets with the Nicholson pavement.2 But it is difficult to accomplish a desire like this since Memphis got some New Yorkers to do a like service for her and then declined to pay for it. However the  Daily Hurrah still urges the measure with ability, and seems confident of ultimate success.
“We are pained to learn that Col. Bascom, chief editor of the Dying Shriek for Liberty, fell in the street a few evenings since and broke his leg. He has lately been suffering with debility, caused by overwork and anxiety on account of sickness in his family, and it is supposed that he fainted from the exertion of walking too much in the sun.”
I passed my manuscript over to the chief editor for acceptance, alteration or destruction. He glanced at it and his face clouded. He ran his eye down the pages, and his countenance grew portentous. It was easy to see that something was wrong. Presently he sprang up and said:
“Thunder and lightning! Do you suppose I am going to speak of those cattle that way? Do you suppose my subscribers are going to stand such gruel as that? Give me the pen!”
I never saw a pen scrape and scratch its way so viciously, or plough through another man’s verbs and adjectives so relentlessly. While he was in the midst of his work somebody shot at him through the open window and marred the symmetry of his ear.
“Ah,” said he, “that is that scoundrel Smith, of the Moral Volcano—he was due yesterday.” And he snatched a navy revolver from his belt and fired. Smith dropped, shot in the thigh. The shot spoiled Smith’s aim, who was just taking a second chance, and he crippled a stranger. It was me. Merely a finger shot off.
Then the chief editor went on with his erasures and interlineations. Just as he finished them a hand-grenade came down the stove-pipe, and the explosion shivered the stove into a thousand fragments. However, it did no further damage, except that a vagrant piece knocked a couple of my teeth out.
“That stove is utterly ruined,” said the chief editor.
I said I believed it was.
“Well, no matter—don’t want it this kind of weather. I know the man that did it. I’ll get him. Now here is the way this stuff ought to be written.”
I took the manuscript. It was scarred with erasures and interlineations till its mother wouldn’t have known it, if it had had one. It now read as follows:
“SPIRIT OF THE TENNESSEE PRESS.
“The inveterate liars of the Semi-Weekly Earthquake are evidently endeavoring to palm off upon a noble and chivalrous people another of their vile and brutal falsehoods with regard to that most glorious conception of the nineteenth century, the Ballyhack railroad. The idea that Buzzardville was to be left off at one side originated in their own fulsome brains—or rather in the settlings which they regard as brains. They had better swallow this lie, and not stop to chew it, either, if they want to save their abandoned, reptile carcasses the cowhiding they so richly deserve.
“That ass, Blossom of the Higginsville Thunderbolt and Battle-Cry of Freedom,is down here again, bumming his board at the Van Buren.
“We observe that the besotted blackguard of the Mud Springs Morning Howl is giving out, with his usual propensity for lying, that Van Werter is not elected. The heaven-born mission of journalism is to disseminate truth—to eradicate error—to educate, refine and elevate the tone of public morals and manners; and make all men more gentle, more virtuous, more charitable, and in all ways better, and holier and happier—and yet this black-hearted villain, this hell-spawned miscreant, prostitutes his great office persistently to the dissemination of falsehood, calumny, vituperation and degrading vulgarity. His paper is notoriously unfit to take into the people’s homes, and ought to be banished to the gambling hells and brothels where the mass of reeking pollution which does duty as its editor, lives and moves, and has his being.
“Blathersville wants a Nicholson pavement—it wants a jail and a poor-house more. The idea of a pavement in a one-horse town with two gin-mills and a blacksmith shop in it, and that mustard-plaster of a newspaper, the Daily Hurrah ! Better borrow of Memphis, where the article is cheap. The crawling insect, Buckner, who edits the Hurrah, is braying about this pavement business with his customary loud-mouthed imbecility, and imagining that he is talking sense. Such foul, mephitic scum as this verminous Buckner, are a disgrace to journalism.
“That degraded ruffian Bascom, of the Dying Shriek for Liberty, fell down and broke his leg yesterday—pity it wasn’t his neck. He says it was ‘debility caused by overwork and anxiety!’ It was debility caused by trying to lug six gallons of forty-rod whisky around town when his hide is only gauged for four, and anxiety about where he was going to bum another six. He ‘fainted from the exertion of walking too much in the sun!’ And well he might say that—but if he would walk straight he would get just as far and not have to walk half as much. For years the pure air of this town has been rendered perilous by the deadly breath of this perambulating pestilence, this pulpy bloat, this steaming, animated tank of mendacity, gin and profanity, this Bascom! Perish all such from out the sacred and majestic mission of journalism!”
“Now that is the way to write—peppery and to the point. Mush-and-milk journalism gives me the fan-tods.”3
About this time a brick came through the window with a splintering crash, and gave me a considerable of a jolt in the middle of the back. I moved out of range—I began to feel in the way. The chief said:
“That was the Colonel, likely, I’ve been expecting him for two days. He will be up, now, right away.”
He was correct. The “Colonel” appeared in the door a moment afterward, with a dragoon revolver in his hand. He said:
“Sir, have I the honor of addressing the white-livered poltroon who edits this mangy sheet?”
“You have—be seated, Sir—be careful of the chair, one of the legs is gone. I believe I have the pleasure of addressing the blatant, black-hearted scoundrel, Col. Blatherskite Tecumseh?”
“The same. I have a little account to settle with you. If you are at leisure, we will begin.”
“I have an article on the ‘Encouraging Progress of Moral and Intellectual Development in America,’ to finish, but there is no hurry. Begin.”
Both pistols rang out their fierce clamor at the same instant. The chief lost a lock of hair, and the Colonel’s bullet ended its career in the fleshy part of my thigh. The Colonel’s left shoulder was clipped a little. They fired again. Both missed their men this time, but I got my share, a shot in the arm. At the third fire both gentlemen were wounded slightly, and I had a knuckle chipped. I then said I believed I would go out and take a walk, as this was a private matter and I had a delicacy about participating in it further. But both gentlemen begged me to keep my seat and assured me that I was not in the way. I had thought differently, up to this time.
They then talked about the elections and the crops a while, and I fell to tying up my wounds. But presently they opened fire again with animation, and every shot took effect—but it is proper to remark that five out of the six fell to my share. The sixth one mortally wounded the Colonel, who remarked, with fine humor, that he would have to say good morning, now, as he had business up town. He then inquired the way to the undertaker’s and left. The chief turned to me and said:
“I am expecting company to dinner and shall have to get ready. It will be a favor to me if you will read proof and attend to the customers.”
I winced a little at the idea of attending to the customers, but I was too bewildered by the fusillade that was still ringing in my ears to think of anything to say. He continued:
“Jones will be here at 3.
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