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    Introduction



    “The average American loves his family,” wrote Thomas Edison. “If he has
    any love left over for some other person, he generally selects Mark Twain.”
    Mark Twain, the beloved author who gave voice to the unique place that was
    and is the United States, was also Samuel Clemens. Clemens lived an
    adventurous, wandering life, beginning with his travels to the West as a
    young man and ending with his retreat to Bermuda in his final months. His
    boyhood in Hannibal, Missouri and time piloting a steamboat on the
Mississippi would later reappear in some of Twain’s most famous works,The Adventures of Tom Sawyer and    The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.



    Though Twain became known first as a humorist, Clemens’ life was marked by
    tragedy. Clemens spent much of his life seeking prosperity only to see it
    disappear and to have to work his way out from under massive debts. He
    loved his wife, Livy—a woman whom society declared inaccessible to him, but
    whom he convinced to marry him anyway—and his three daughters, yet also saw
    them leave his life, as Livy and two of their daughters died before
    Clemens. Despite these crushing blows, he carried on writing—in fact, his
    writing and his increasingly dark sense of humor were what helped him keep
    going through grief and depression.



    In this book, you will meet both Samuel Clemens and Mark Twain, the man and
    the author. Discover the life of the man who through many difficulties
    succeeded in becoming a voice for a young nation—a voice that still rings
    true for many readers today and has helped define American literature.



Chapter One



    The Mississippi Steamboat Pilot



    “When I was a boy, there was but one permanent ambition among my comrades
    in our village on the west bank of the Mississippi River. That was, to be a
    steamboatman.”



    —Mark Twain, Life on the Mississippi



    In a small shack in the tiny village of Florida, Missouri, Samuel Clemens
    was born on November 30, 1835. His father, John Marshall Clemens, was a
    stern man whom Samuel—later to become known as Mark Twain—could not
    remember ever laughing. John, originally from Virginia, had moved westward
    time and time again seeking success. Samuel’s mother Jane, on the other
    hand, was enthusiastic and eloquent, enjoying community events, dancing,
    and storytelling as well as the many cats she took in. The Clemens family
    would grow to include seven children, though only four would live to
    adulthood. Samuel was the sixth and was small and sickly, soon earning him
    the nickname “Little Sammy.”



    In 1839, the family packed up and moved away from the failing settlement of
    Florida. They resettled 35 miles to the northwest, in Hannibal, Missouri.
    Later on, this town would provide a backdrop for some of Mark Twain’s most
    famous stories. John Clemens bought the Virginia House, a hotel, but the
    business soon failed when the town did not grow fast enough to supply a
    steady stream of guests. Money troubles intensified for the family when
    John’s second attempt at a business, a dry-goods store, also collapsed. At
    last, John sent Orion, his oldest son, to St. Louis, where Orion would help
    support the family by learning to become a printer.



    The difficulties of Samuel’s childhood included the deaths of two siblings
    and a move from the house John had built on Hill Street to a smaller
    apartment, necessary because of debt. Despite these things, Sam’s
    remembrance of his life in Hannibal was positive; he later called the town
    “a boy’s paradise.” He had friends with whom to explore the nearby woods
    and the Mississippi River. They swam, fished, smoked corncob pipes, and
    spent time playing on an island. Several times, Sam came near drowning.
    They spent days imagining themselves to be Indians or gold-seekers or
    pirates and came up with pranks to play in town.



Sam read avidly, absorbing books like The Arabian Nights and    Robinson Crusoe. But he was not a particularly good student in any
    other way. He was always energetic and preferred to be out of school,
    sometimes skipping school and once trying to run away by hiding on a
    steamboat. He was also no fan of church; he often failed to attend the
    evening services that his mother sent him to, memorizing Bible verses on
    his own so that he could pretend he had gone. Among his best friends was
    Tom Blankenship, the son of Hannibal’s drunkard. Though Sam was not allowed
    to spend time with Tom, he would often sneak out at night to meet his
    friend.



    Sam’s childhood in Missouri introduced him to slavery, as well. He spent
    part of each summer at his uncle’s farm, where he got to know the 30
    slaves. From Mary Quarles, a girl his own age who became his friend on the
    farm, to Uncle Dan’l, who introduced Sam to the sound of spirituals and
    told ghost stories, Sam found himself drawn to these African-Americans. As
    a boy, he did not yet think of slavery as wrong, though he had many other
    opportunities to observe it. His father bought and sold some slaves as well
    as owning a slave girl named Jennie. He also vividly recalled the miserable
    faces of slaves chained together, waiting to be sent to New Orleans.



    By the time Sam Clemens turned 12, his life had taken an unexpected turn.
    Earlier in the year, his father campaigned to be the clerk of the county
    court—a position that would finally offer him the success he’d been
    seeking, and one that he seemed likely to win. But just before the
    election, he caught pneumonia and soon died. The money from Orion was not
    enough to support the family, so Sam’s mother began to accept boarders, and
    his sister gave piano lessons. Though Sam had three more years of schooling
    after his father’s death, he too worked after school and in the
    summers—though in his own words, he worked “not diligently, not willingly,
    but fretfully, lazily, repiningly, complainingly, disgustedly, and always
    shirking the work when I was not watched.” At last, he needed to leave
    school and these temporary jobs to enter into an apprenticeship as a
    printer for the Missouri Courier. In return, he was paid with his
    board and a set of ill-fitting clothes each year.



    When Orion returned to Hannibal and bought the Hannibal Journal,
    Sam went to work for him. Orion was energetic, restless, changeable, and
    not a very good businessman, and even though Sam worked for him for two
    years, Orion could never pay him the weekly salary that they had agreed
    upon. Working for the Hannibal Journal did give Sam the chance to
    begin writing—he mainly produced humorous pieces such as character sketches
    and light verse, all printed under the pen name W. Epaminondas Adrastus
    Blab. He once got himself in trouble by printing sketches of the town’s
    leaders when Orion was gone and left him in charge.



    Work for the Hannibal Journal—and the town of Hannibal itself—had
    begun to feel too small to Sam by the time he turned 17. With a promise to
    his mother that he would avoid smoking and drinking, Sam left Hannibal in
    1853. He moved first to St. Louis and, with his printing experience, found
    a job with the Evening News. With the little bit of money he
    earned there, he was soon off to a new place. He took a train for the first
    time in his life, heading to New York City where he would find work in a
    print shop. This gave him an income of four dollars per week and the chance
    to read many books. Before long, however, he set out once again. He moved
    to Philadelphia and then Washington, D.C.



    In 1854, a year after setting out from home, Sam was ready to leave the
    East. Jane Clemens and Sam’s younger brother, Henry, had left Hannibal and
    now lived near Orion in Keokuk, Iowa, so Sam went there and joined Orion at
    his print shop. Orion, now married, had not improved as a manager and
    businessman, and it soon became evident that he would not be able to pay
    Sam a salary now any more than he had before. So Sam began to earn money
through his writing for the first time, writing travel letters for the    Keokuk Post using the name Thomas Jefferson Snodgrass. Before
    long, the man who would become a perpetual wanderer was, not surprisingly,
    on the move again. He returned to St. Louis and then moved to Chicago and
    Cincinnati.



    When he was 21, Sam set out for New Orleans; he intended to go all the way
    to Brazil where he wanted to join the growing trade in cocoa plants. But he
    would not make it that far. Traveling by steamboat reawakened the dream of
    his boyhood of making a living on the river, and he convinced the pilot of
    the Paul Jones, the steamboat on which he was a passenger, to
    train him as a steamboat pilot. The pilot, Horace Bixby, agreed to this
    arrangement in exchange for $500 of Sam Clemens’ future wages.



    Sam soon learned how demanding and difficult piloting a steamboat on the
    Mississippi could be. The task required that he know both landmarks along
    the river and the river itself—how to read the current and ripples of the
    surface to avoid hidden reefs, navigate through fallen trees, and find safe
    channels through the constantly changing waterway. He needed to interpret
    the depths of the river as the leadsmen called it out using terms such as
    “quarter-twain,” “half-twain,” and “mark twain”—the call that indicated a
    safe depth. He had to do this no matter the weather or time of day or
    night, continually making decisions that affected the safety of the boat,
    cargo, and passengers.



    When Orion’s print shop collapsed and Sam’s younger brother Henry needed a
    new job, Sam suggested he look for work on the river as well. Sam had
    switched to a steamboat named the Pennsylvania, and he helped
    Henry get a job as the boat’s clerk. Before they set out, Sam had an
    upsetting dream where he saw Henry dressed in one of Sam’s suits, laid out
    in a metal coffin with white roses and one red rose. Soon Sam, still a cub
    pilot, had a quarrel with the boat’s chief pilot and had to move to another
    boat, the A.T. Lacey; he and Henry intended to reconvene in St.
    Louis.



    This plan was interrupted by tragedy. Passing Greenville, Mississippi, Sam
    heard rumors that the Pennsylvania’s boilers had exploded and the
    boat had sunk, resulting in mass casualties. News from the papers was
    contradictory on whether Henry was safe or not, and the A.T. Lacey
    , just two days behind the Pennsylvania, passed bodies




Conclusion



    Ernest Hemingway once said, “All modern American literature comes from one
    book by Mark Twain called Huckleberry Finn.” Mark Twain’s legacy
    certainly is a significant one. His keen observations of human nature, his
    sense of humor, and his prose style and use of vernacular language all
    helped to give unique direction to American literature, which had
    previously been considered an inferior imitation of British literature.



    Though he is often remembered for his humor, Twain’s serious side—in
    particular his unabashed willingness to engage with questions about slavery
    and race—is one of the most lastingly important aspects of his writing. His
    work pioneered the discussion of these issues that are still central to
    American literature. Even as he became bitter about life and disillusioned
    the nature of humanity, Samuel Clemens, through Mark Twain, wrote and
    worked for social good.



    Samuel Clemens was a multi-faceted character, not an easy man to
    understand. Mark Twain, as an author who is both Clemens and an identity
    separate from Clemens, only adds to this. From this complex identity as
    both Clemens and Twain, from an adventurous and tragic life, and from
    observations of the world recorded with panache, humor, sometimes
    bitterness, and an ear for the distinctiveness of American English, came a
    complex and varied body of work which continues to be relevant to society
    today.


