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			Mark Twain was born Samuel Clemens in Florida, Missouri, in 1835, and died at Redding, Connecticut, in 1910. In his person and in his pursuits, he was a man of extraordinary contrasts. Although he left school at twelve when his father died, he was eventually awarded honorary degrees from Yale University, the University of Missouri, and Oxford University. His career encompassed such varied occupations as printer, Mississippi riverboat pilot, journalist, travel writer, and publisher. He made fortunes from his writing, but toward the end of his life, he had to resort to lecture tours to pay his debts. He was hot-tempered, profane, and sentimental—and also pessimistic, cynical, and tortured by self-doubt. He lives in American letters as a great artist, the writer whom William Dean Howells called “the Lincoln of our literature.”
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			Introduction

			Four days after his marriage to Olivia Langdon in Elmira, New York, in February 1870, Sam Clemens mysteriously found his thoughts drifting repeatedly to Hannibal, Missouri, the small town along the banks of the Mississippi in which he had grown up. He wrote childhood friend Will Bowen, who had sent him a note congratulating him on his wedding: “The old life has swept before me like a panorama; the old days have trooped by in their old glory again.” Clemens fondly recalled “playing Robin Hood in our shirt-tales,” the Sunday school, the town pump, the schoolhouse, his early infatuation with a girl named Laura Hawkins, and other childhood memories from the 1830s and 1840s. By 1870, Clemens had achieved a fair measure of success as “Mark Twain,” the author of comic sketches and a travel book. During the next three years, he would publish a second travel book and coauthor a novel with his friend Charles Dudley Warner. But he had not yet tackled a novel on his own. And he had not yet fleshed out in any detail the world in which he had grown up—the world that flooded his memory as he wrote that letter to his old friend. It was probably in the winter of 1873 that he began a book set in that world—his first solo effort at a novel, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, published in 1876.

			A “hymn” to boyhood, as Twain once called it, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer depicts a sun-drenched summertime of youthful energy and exuberance, a world of juvenile crushes, games, freedom, fantasies and friendships, an adventure story with a supremely happy ending whose gently ironic portrait of small-town life continues to enthrall generations of young readers. (Although Twain himself had envisioned it as a book for adults as he wrote it, he was persuaded by his close friend William Dean Howells and by his wife, Olivia, that Tom Sawyer was a “boy’s book,” and he ended up marketing it as such.)

			Clearly Twain had great fun writing it and enjoyed waxing nostalgic about his childhood memories. One can imagine him smiling mischievously as he wrote about the skirmishes of the poodle and the pinch bug in church or squirming alongside Tom when he let the fatal reference to his engagement to Amy Lawrence slip during his campaign to woo Becky Thatcher. One can see Twain relishing in all their concreteness the wildly random “treasures” Tom acquired from the boys he manipulated into whitewashing his aunt’s fence: “when the middle of the afternoon came, from being a poor poverty-stricken boy in the morning, Tom was literally rolling in wealth. He had besides the things before mentioned, twelve marbles, part of a jew’s-harp, a piece of blue bottle glass to look through, a spool cannon, a key that wouldn’t unlock anything, a fragment of chalk, a glass stopper of a decanter, a tin soldier, a couple of tadpoles, six firecrackers, a kitten with only one eye, a brass doorknob, a dog collar—but no dog—the handle of a knife, four pieces of orange peel, and a dilapidated old window sash.” In the benign, reassuring world of Tom Sawyer, danger is always satisfactorily vanquished and the misbehaving scamps always find forgiveness from the indulgent adults who surround them, not to mention ending up with a stash of twelve thousand dollars in gold pieces that had been hidden by the band of robbers they exposed.

			In June 1876, the same month the English edition of Tom Sawyer was released, Twain published a sketch that on the surface bears no relation to the lighthearted novel: a dark, surreal tale about a man who kills his conscience. It was called “Facts Concerning the Recent Carnival of Crime in Connecticut.” But a letter Twain wrote to his old friend Will Bowen later that summer suggests that Tom Sawyer and “Carnival of Crime” may be more connected than they seem to be at first glance. In this letter, written at the end of August, Twain tore into his old childhood friend for not relegating “the dreaminess, the melancholy, the romance, the heroics” of adolescence to the rubbish heap. “All this is,” he ranted, “is simply mental & moral masturbation” belonging “eminently to the period usually devoted to PHYSICAL masturbation, & should be left there & outgrown.” An odd comment, perhaps, from the author of Tom Sawyer, in which the dreaminess, melancholy, romance, and heroics of youth played a central if not defining role. On some level might Mark Twain have suspected that to re-create the boyhood pastoral of Tom Sawyer effectively, he had had to kill or at least suppress that troublesome thing called a “conscience” that had begun to make him ask some difficult questions—such as whether that boyhood world may not have been so “innocent” after all?

			In Tom Sawyer Twain had evoked aspects of the world that he had lived in as a child without bringing to bear on that world the moral awareness he had acquired as an adult. Hannibal had been a slaveholding town—a fact fairly easy to forget in Tom Sawyer. In his “schoolboy days,” Twain later recalled in his autobiography, he “had no aversion to slavery” and was “not aware that there was anything wrong about it.” But now Twain was becoming increasingly aware of the dynamics of racism and increasingly embarrassed by his failure to question the racist status quo of the world in which he had grown up. While his own father, John Marshall Clemens, had been serving on a jury that sent “slave-stealers” to the state penitentiary, his father-in-law, Jervis Langdon, had been funding “slave-stealers’” activities. The town of Elmira, in upstate New York, where Twain spent summers after his marriage to Jervis Langdon’s daughter, Olivia, was proud of its abolitionist heritage. Conversations with his father-in-law, his wife, and other members of her family, as well as conversations with former slaves living in Elmira, helped prompt Twain to reexamine the moral underpinnings of the world in which he had grown up, and find them wanting. In pieces like “Only a Nigger,” for example, which he published in 1869, Twain satirized the racism that had led to the recent lynching of an innocent Black man in Memphis; and in two other pieces published in 1870 and 1871, “Disgraceful Persecution of a Boy” and “Goldsmith’s Friend Abroad Again,” he satirized the racism toward the Chinese that he had witnessed in San Francisco a few years earlier. He also satirized his own obliviousness to the pain that slavery inflicted on slave parents and children in a piece he published in 1874, “A True Story, Repeated Word for Word as I Heard It.” Yet no trace of the pain inflicted by slavery and or the injustice of racism had cast a shadow over the luminous, happy “boy’s book” he had just published—despite the fact that Twain now knew just how deeply that pain and injustice had infused the world in which he himself had lived as a boy.

			At the time he wrote this rant against the dreaminess and romance of adolescence to Will Bowen, Mark Twain had just embarked on a new project. He was still dredging up memories of his Hannibal childhood, but in the service of a very different end. During the summer of 1876, his project had got off to a roaring start and then crashed to a sudden halt, perhaps inducing some of the frustration and bitterness that came through in the letter. “As to the past,” he wrote Bowen, “there is but one good thing about it, & that is, that it IS the past—we don’t have to see it again.” The book that was giving him so much trouble was Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.

			When Twain began writing Huckleberry Finn, he thought he was writing another boy’s book, a sequel to Tom Sawyer. But Twain soon found himself with several hundred pages of a manuscript increasingly less like Tom Sawyer and more like no book that anyone—including Twain himself—had ever written before. It was about a child who grows up in a world in which no one, including that child, questions the God-given legitimacy of the institution of slavery—a world in which people who think of themselves as supremely civilized endorse a system that is uncivilized, illegitimate, and inhumane. By the end of August, Twain had the child narrator throw his lot in with the runaway slave and set off on a journey whose end, for the slave, was to be freedom. But the writing stalled, and Twain put the child and the slave ashore and shelved the manuscript. When Will Bowen’s nostalgic and sentimental letter arrived, it was too handy a target. For in addition to being stumped about what to do with the characters he had brought into being, Twain probably didn’t know what to do with his own memories either—particularly painful and uncomfortable images that this writing business must have brought to the surface.

			Given the changes in Twain’s moral universe in recent years, his failure, for the first thirty years of his life, to defy or even question the institution of slavery and the racism that supported it must have troubled him. Can you remake yourself? he must have wondered. Consider the following comments he wrote in a public letter to the editor of the New York World in 1877: “Where is the use in bothering what a man’s character was ten years ago, anyway? . . . I do not value my character of ten years ago. I can go out any time and buy a better one for half it cost me. In truth, my character was simply in the course of construction then.”

			Although the title page of the second book identified Huckleberry Finn as “Tom Sawyer’s Comrade,” and although both Tom and Huck are central characters in both novels, there are more differences between the two books than there are similarities. Slavery hovers at the periphery of Twain’s (and the reader’s) awareness in Tom Sawyer, while in Huckleberry Finn it is at the center. There are Black characters in both books, but in Tom Sawyer the Black characters play minor roles, while in Huckleberry Finn a Black character—Jim—is increasingly coming to be viewed as the moral center of the book. Although much of the action in Huckleberry Finn takes place in the lower Mississippi River Valley and on the river, both Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn begin in the same small town, St. Petersburg, where young white boys enjoy exploring the surrounding woods and caves and swimming holes with carefree abandon—but where evil lurks beneath the placid surface. In Tom Sawyer the evil is embodied in the treacherous figure of Injun Joe, while the moral map of Huckleberry Finn is much more complex. In Huckleberry Finn the “good” and the “bad” people are often one and the same: fine churchgoing folks who silently support the barbarism of slavery, giving Jim, the most admirable human being in the novel, the same rights as his mistress’s pigs and chickens. Pranks and schemes that testify only to the exuberance of youthful imagination in Tom Sawyer inflict real pain on real people in Huckleberry Finn (a Tom Sawyer who is presented as a cheerful innocent in the book that bears his name takes on more sinister dimensions in the “evasion” section of Huckleberry Finn, where his vision of fun and adventure needlessly prolongs Jim’s pain and captivity). Both books implicitly challenge the obligations of the “model child” ubiquitous in solemnly didactic Sunday school books at the time, forcing the reader to admit that “bad boys” can be really good at heart. (This move was not particularly radical, as other contemporary authors, including Twain’s friend Thomas Bailey Aldrich, had already published books about boys who were mischievous but endearing.) But in addition to challenging the obligations of the “model child,” Huckleberry Finn challenged the obligations of the “model citizen” popular among religious and political orators of the day: The novel helps the reader to understand (even if Huck never quite does) that there are times when the right thing to do is break the law—if that law is an unjust one like the one requiring Huck to return Jim to slavery (Huck does right, but persists in believing that he is doing wrong). Huckleberry Finn is subversive in ways that Tom Sawyer is not.

			The most obvious surface difference between the two books is, of course, the choice of narrator—the point of view and the language that it engenders. Tom Sawyer is narrated by a genial, mature, sophisticated voice that occasionally refers to itself as “the writer of this book” (as in: “If [Tom] had been a great and wise philosopher, like the writer of this book, he would have comprehended that Work consists of whatever a body is obliged to do, and that Play consists of whatever a body is not obliged to do”). Huckleberry Finn, by way of contrast, is narrated by Huck himself, an engaging, vernacular-speaking urchin who is unconcerned with the niceties of proper grammar (“You don’t know about me without you have read a book by the name of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer; but that ain’t no matter”). Something new happened in Huckleberry Finn that had never happened in American literature before. It was a book that transformed American prose style, that served as a declaration of independence from the genteel English novel tradition. Huckleberry Finn allowed a different kind of writing to happen: a clean, crisp, no-nonsense, earthy vernacular kind of writing that jumped off the printed page with unprecedented immediacy and energy. It was a book that talked—and more than any American novel before it, it talked in cadences and rhythms that bore the mark of the voices of African-Americans to whom Twain had listened intently and appreciatively throughout his life.

			One such voice belonged to a “bright, simple, guileless,” “wide-eyed, observant” ten-year-old Black child named Jimmy, who brought Twain his dinner one evening in an inn in Paris, Illinois, when Twain was on a Midwestern lecture tour a few years before he began writing Huckleberry Finn. Twain found himself jotting down everything the child said, writing a letter to his wife about him, and later publishing a piece about him in the New York Times in which he referred to the child as “the most artless, sociable, and exhaustless talker I ever came across.” Twain tells us that he “listened as one who receives a revelation.” The “revelation” probably involved his new awareness of the potential of the voice of an unlettered, vernacular-speaking child to hold an audience’s attention and win its trust. (Jimmy shares elements of grammar, syntax and diction, cadences and rhythms of speech that critics have identified as central to the voice we know as Huck’s, in addition to having some of the same favorite topics of conversation, attitudes, and limitations.) Another such voice belonged to an ex-slave named Mary Ann Cord, who worked as the cook at the house where Twain and his family spent summers during his most productive and creative years. One evening in the summer of 1874, Cord told the powerful and moving story of being forcibly separated from her youngest child on the auction block and eventually being miraculously reunited with him after the war. Her story became the basis for “A True Story,” the first piece Twain published in the Atlantic Monthly. Here Black dialect was presented not with condescension and ridicule, as in the typical dialect tale of the time, but with respect, as a vehicle for communicating raw pain, strong emotion, and harsh truth. Cord’s story condensed the pain of the thousands of other ex-slaves who tried—and often failed—to reunite their families, reminding Twain of the agony inflicted by slavery and the enigma of human cruelty. Cord’s grief and despair at being separated from her family, and the language in which she expressed it, would find their way into chapter 23 of Huckleberry Finn, where Huck reports Jim’s grief and despair at his separation from his own cherished children. Jimmy and Cord taught Twain lessons about the potential of the vernacular voice that would be crucial to the “talking out loud” quality that would help make Adventures of Huckleberry Finn so distinctive.

			The differences between these books might best be grasped, perhaps, by a glance at the legacies left by each. Although some would place Tom Sawyer near the head of the line of books known as part of the “revolt from the village” movement (a tradition of satirizing the self-satisfied pieties and pretensions of small-town life that culminated in the twentieth century in Sinclair Lewis’s novels Main Street and Babbitt), Tom Sawyer is more often charged with helping to engender a nostalgia for a saccharine version of a simpler world—a world of idealized nineteenth-century white childhood that never actually existed. (The novel omits realities that made Sam Clemens’ own childhood very different from Tom’s: Before his twelfth birthday Sam had seen a slave killed by an overseer for a trifling offense; he had seen the corpses of murder victims; he had seen a classmate drown and watched a man burn to death.) Typical of this nostalgia is Tom Sawyer Days, a yearly extravaganza in Hannibal, Missouri, replete with fence-painting contests and competitions among local youths for the honor of dressing up as an “official” Tom Sawyer or Becky Thatcher at bank openings and other such events during the year. Huckleberry Finn, by way of contrast, has helped give birth to a vast swath of twentieth-century literature in the U.S. and abroad, directly inspiring American writers ranging from Ernest Hemingway (who famously commented: “All modern American literature comes from one book by Mark Twain called Huckleberry Finn”), to William Faulkner, J. D. Salinger, David Bradley, Toni Morrison, Ralph Ellison, Norman Mailer, Lee Smith, Bobbie Ann Mason, Frederik Pohl, and Russell Banks, as well as Japan’s Kenzaburo Oe, Argentina’s Jorge Luis Borges, and Nigeria’s Ben Okri, among others. Innumerable writers in the U.S. and around the world were inspired to become writers by reading Huckleberry Finn. While Tom Sawyer helps pull tourist dollars into the Hannibal economy, Huckleberry Finn helps generation after generation of writers learn how to write books that talk, how to find their own voices, and how to let their art engage some of their culture’s thorniest unresolved problems without reducing their complexity.

			“I perhaps made a mistake not writing it in the first person,” Twain wrote his friend Howells as he was finishing writing Tom Sawyer. Perhaps not. If Twain had tried writing Tom Sawyer through Tom’s eyes, who knows whether he would have gotten tired of the experiment before embarking on Huckleberry Finn? Tom Sawyer seen through Tom’s eyes would have been very different from Huckleberry Finn seen through Huck’s eyes—and not just because of the different sensibilities of the two friends. The two books were written in two contiguous but different periods in American history, and the times in which they were written impart some distinctive tones and shadings to the text.

			One can see in Tom Sawyer, for example, some of the post–Civil War era’s yearning for a putative pre-War innocence and simplicity—a yearning for a world that appeared innocent or simple only if one turned a blind eye to the injustices that shot through it. And yet there is a sense in which Tom Sawyer entered a world that was, in fact, more innocent than the world Huckleberry Finn would enter nearly ten years later. When Tom Sawyer first appeared in June 1876, on the eve of the hundredth anniversary of American independence, America may not have been as innocent as it had seemed before the War, but it was still relatively shiny and new: The promises of the Reconstruction were not yet smashed and one could still reasonably hope that North and South, black and white, ex-slave and free would make a peaceful transition to a democratic society. Shortly after Tom Sawyer was published, all that changed.

			The optimism and energy with which former slaves exercised their newly won freedoms had been challenged, throughout Reconstruction, by various terrorist groups, most famously the night-riding Ku Klux Klan, which engaged in rape, arson, and murder to intimidate black voters. Congress passed a series of acts in 1870–71 to help stem this tide of terror. The Ku Klux Klan act of 1871, for example, penalized “private acts of violence, as well as any offenses against the political rights of individuals and their right to equal protection of the laws, punishable under federal law and enforceable by federal troops.” But when the presidential election was held in the fall of 1876, and nobody won, a special electoral commission hammered out the agreement known as the Compromise of 1877. Rutherford B. Hayes, a Republican, would get to take office, but only if he made certain concessions to Southern Democrats—including his word that federal troops would be moved out of the South. Since not more than a few thousand troops were left, this may have been more of a symbolic gesture than a military one. But it was a potent symbol—one that signaled, to the white South’s delight, that Reconstruction was over and, to the Black South’s dismay, that the dream of political equality, the dream of participation in the great democratic experiment that was America, was, for the moment at least, effectively dead.

			The last third of Huckleberry Finn is increasingly understood as a satire of the many betrayals and indignities African-Americans endured after the breakdown of Reconstruction. Twain wrote the book during an era that has come to be known as the nadir in American race relations, a time when ex-slaves were subjected to economic exploitation, disenfranchisement, segregation and discrimination of every stripe, and racially motivated lynchings. As W. E. B. Du Bois once put it: “The slave went free, stood a few brief moments in the sun, and then went back again to slavery”—which is, of course, what happens to Jim in the last third of the book. What could be more apt than the novel’s unsatisfying, burlesque, artificial ending to capture the travesty made of freedom and equality in the post-Reconstruction era? Huckleberry Finn is a masterful satire not of slavery, which had been abolished a decade before Twain began writing the novel, but of the racism that suffused American society as Twain wrote the book in the late 1870s and early 1880s and that continues to stain American culture. Ending slavery did not end racism in Twain’s world. And the persistence of racism in our world underlines the ways in which this novel highlights aspects of a struggle still to be waged; this theme is as integral to the genesis of Huckleberry Finn as it is irrelevant to the genesis of Tom Sawyer.

			There is something else, as well, that may help explain the differences between these two novels. They were written not only during two different periods in history, but by two different authors. The author of Huckleberry Finn had already written two novels by himself (Tom Sawyer and The Prince and the Pauper) while the author of Tom Sawyer had not. The author of Huckleberry Finn had proven he could do it straight; now he could loosen up a little, take some risks (such as turning the narrative over completely to a barely literate Huck or starting the book with the famous “NOTICE: Persons attempting to find a motive in this narrative will be persecuted; persons attempting to find a moral in it will be banished; persons attempting to find a plot in it will be shot”). The author of Huckleberry Finn had a clearer view than the author of Tom Sawyer did of the grim trajectory American race relations were likely to take as the nineteenth century closed. (Indeed, he had embarked on his own private affirmative action plan as one small step in addressing the problem, paying for the education of several black students and paying for the Paris apprenticeship of a black painter. As Twain put it in a letter he wrote to the dean of the Yale Law School in 1885 explaining why he wanted to pay the expenses of one of the first black law students there: “We have ground the manhood out of them [referring to Black people], & the shame is ours, not theirs, & we should pay for it.” The author of Tom Sawyer was forty when his book came out, while the author of Huckleberry Finn was fifty and had learned a thing or two in those ten years—about himself, about his country. He put what he learned in his greatest novel.

			“What is the most rigorous law of our being?” Twain asked in a paper he delivered in 1884. His answer? “Growth. No smallest atom of our moral, mental or physical structure can stand still a year. . . . In other words, we change—and must change, constantly, and keep on changing as long as we live.” Twain helped jump-start that process with Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, the catalytic book he sent to the printer that year—a book that has been changing the world one reader at a time for more than a century, provoking thought, stimulating discussion, and prompting readers to become writers.

			—Shelley Fisher Fishkin

		

	
		
			ADVENTURES OF HUCKLEBERRY FINN

			“Tom Sawyer’s Comrade”

			Scene: The Mississippi Valley

			Time: Early Nineteenth Century

			EXPLANATORY

			In this book a number of dialects are used, to wit: the Missouri Negro dialect; the extremist form of the backwoods Southwestern dialect; the ordinary “Pike County” dialect; and four modified varieties of this last. The shadings have not been done in a haphazard fashion, or by guesswork; but painstakingly, and with the trustworthy guidance and support of personal familiarity with these several forms of speech.

			I make this explanation for the reason that without it many readers would suppose that all these characters were trying to talk alike and not succeeding.

			THE AUTHOR

			NOTICE

			Persons attempting to find a motive in this narrative will be prosecuted; persons attempting to find a moral in it will be banished; persons attempting to find a plot in it will be shot.

			BY ORDER OF THE AUTHOR,
Per G. G., Chief of Ordnance.

		

	
		
			Preface

			MOST of the adventures recorded in this book really occurred; one or two were experiences of my own, the rest those of boys who were schoolmates of mine. Huck Finn is drawn from life; Tom Sawyer also, but not from an individual—he is a combination of the characteristics of three boys whom I knew, and therefore belongs to the composite order of architecture.

			The odd superstitions touched upon were all prevalent among children and slaves in the West at the period of this story—that is to say, thirty or forty years ago.

			Although my book is intended mainly for the entertainment of boys and girls, I hope it will not be shunned by men and women on that account, for part of my plan has been to try to pleasantly remind adults of what they once were themselves, and of how they felt and thought and talked, and what queer enterprises they sometimes engaged in.

			THE AUTHOR
Hartford, 1876
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			Y-o-u-u Tom—Aunt Polly Decides upon Her Duty—Tom Practices Music—The Challenge—A Private Entrance

			“TOM!”

			No answer.

			“TOM!”

			No answer.

			“What’s wrong with that boy, I wonder? You TOM!”

			No answer.

			The old lady pulled her spectacles down and looked over them about the room; then she put them up and looked out under them. She seldom or never looked through them for so small a thing as a boy; they were her state pair, the pride of her heart, and were built for “style,” not service—she could have seen through a pair of stove lids just as well. She looked perplexed for a moment, and then said, not fiercely, but still loud enough for the furniture to hear:

			“Well, I lay if I get hold of you I’ll——”

			She did not finish, for by this time she was bending down and punching under the bed with the broom, and so she needed breath to punctuate the punches with. She resurrected nothing but the cat.

			“I never did see the beat of that boy!”

			She went to the open door and stood in it and looked out among the tomato vines and “jimpson” weeds that constituted the garden. No Tom. So she lifted up her voice at an angle calculated for distance and shouted:

			“Y-o-u-u Tom!”

			There was a slight noise behind her and she turned just in time to seize a small boy by the slack of his roundabout and arrest his flight.

			“There! I might ‘a’ thought of that closet. What you been doing in there?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Nothing! Look at your hands. And look at your mouth. What is that truck?”

			“I don’t know, aunt.”

			“Well, I know. It’s jam—that’s what it is. Forty times I’ve said if you didn’t let that jam alone I’d skin you. Hand me that switch.”

			The switch hovered in the air—the peril was desperate—

			“My! Look behind you, aunt!”

			The old lady whirled round, and snatched her skirts out of danger. The lad fled, on the instant, scrambled up the high board fence, and disappeared over it.

			His aunt Polly stood surprised a moment, and then broke into a gentle laugh.

			“Hang the boy, can’t I never learn anything? Ain’t he played me tricks enough like that for me to be looking out for him by this time? But old fools is the biggest fools there is. Can’t learn an old dog new tricks, as the saying is. But my goodness, he never plays them alike, two days, and how is a body to know what’s coming? He ‘pears to know just how long he can torment me before I get my dander up, and he knows if he can make out to put me off for a minute or make me laugh, it’s all down again and I can’t hit him a lick. I ain’t doing my duty by that boy, and that’s the Lord’s truth, goodness knows. Spare the rod and spile the child, as the Good Book says. I’m a-laying up sin and suffering for us both, I know. He’s full of the Old Scratch, but laws-a-me! he’s my own dead sister’s boy, poor thing, and I ain’t got the heart to lash him, somehow. Every time I let him off, my conscience does hurt me so, and every time I hit him my old heart most breaks. Well-a-well, man that is born of woman is of few days and full of trouble, as the Scripture says, and I reckon it’s so. He’ll play hooky this evening,* and I’ll just be obleeged to make him work, tomorrow, to punish him. It’s mighty hard to make him work Saturdays, when all the boys is having holiday, but he hates work more than he hates anything else, and I’ve got to do some of my duty by him, or I’ll be the ruination of the child.”

			Tom did play hooky, and he had a very good time. He got back home barely in season to help Jim, the small colored boy, saw next day’s wood and split the kindlings before supper—at least he was there in time to tell his adventures to Jim while Jim did three-fourths of the work. Tom’s younger brother (or rather half brother) Sid was already through with his part of the work (picking up chips), for he was a quiet boy, and had no adventurous, troublesome ways.

			While Tom was eating his supper, and stealing sugar as opportunity offered, Aunt Polly asked him questions that were full of guile, and very deep—for she wanted to trap him into damaging revealments. Like many other simple-hearted souls, it was her pet vanity to believe she was endowed with a talent for dark and mysterious diplomacy, and she loved to contemplate her most transparent devices as marvels of low cunning. Said she:

			“Tom, it was middling warm in school, warn’t it?”

			“Yes’m.”

			“Powerful warm, warn’t it?”

			“Yes’m.”

			“Didn’t you want to go in a-swimming, Tom?”

			A bit of a scare shot through Tom—a touch of uncomfortable suspicion. He searched Aunt Polly’s face, but it told him nothing. So he said:

			“No’m—well, not very much.”

			The old lady reached out her hand and felt Tom’s shirt, and said:

			“But you ain’t too warm now, though.” And it flattered her to reflect that she had discovered that the shirt was dry without anybody knowing that that was what she had in her mind. But in spite of her, Tom knew where the wind lay, now. So he forestalled what might be the next move:

			“Some of us pumped on our heads—mine’s damp yet. See?”

			Aunt Polly was vexed to think she had overlooked that bit of circumstantial evidence, and missed a trick. Then she had a new inspiration:

			“Tom, you didn’t have to undo your shirt collar where I sewed it, to pump on your head, did you? Unbutton your jacket!”

			The trouble vanished out of Tom’s face. He opened his jacket. His shirt collar was securely sewed.

			“Bother! Well, go ‘long with you. I’d made sure you’d played hooky and been a-swimming. But I forgive ye, Tom. I reckon you’re a kind of a singed cat, as the saying is—better’n you look. This time.”

			She was half sorry her sagacity had miscarried, and half glad that Tom had stumbled into obedient conduct for once.

			But Sidney said:

			“Well, now, if I didn’t think you sewed his collar with white thread, but it’s black.”

			“Why, I did sew it with white! Tom!”

			But Tom did not wait for the rest. As he went out at the door he said:

			“Siddy, I’ll lick you for that.”

			In a safe place Tom examined two large needles which were thrust into the lapels of his jacket, and had thread bound about them—one needle carried white thread and the other black. He said:

			“She’d never noticed if it hadn’t been for Sid. Confound it! sometimes she sews it with white, and sometimes she sews it with black. I wish to geeminy she’d stick to one or t’other—I can’t keep the run of ‘em. But I bet you I’ll lam Sid for that. I’ll learn him!”

			He was not the Model Boy of the village. He knew the model boy very well though—and loathed him.

			Within two minutes, or even less, he had forgotten all his troubles. Not because his troubles were one whit less heavy and bitter to him than a man’s are to a man, but because a new and powerful interest bore them down and drove them out of his mind for the time—just as men’s misfortunes are forgotten in the excitement of new enterprises. This new interest was a valued novelty in whistling, which he had just acquired from a Negro, and he was suffering to practice it undisturbed. It consisted in a peculiar birdlike turn, a sort of liquid warble, produced by touching the tongue to the roof of the mouth at short intervals in the midst of the music—the reader probably remembers how to do it, if he has ever been a boy. Diligence and attention soon gave him the knack of it, and he strode down the street with his mouth full of harmony and his soul full of gratitude. He felt much as an astronomer feels who has discovered a new planet—no doubt, as far as strong, deep, unalloyed pleasure is concerned, the advantage was with the boy, not the astronomer.

			The summer evenings were long. It was not dark, yet. Presently Tom checked his whistle. A stranger was before him—a boy a shade larger than himself. A newcomer of any age or either sex was an impressive curiosity in the poor little shabby village of St. Petersburg. This boy was well dressed, too—well dressed on a weekday. This was simply astounding. His cap was a dainty thing, his close-buttoned blue cloth roundabout was new and natty, and so were his pantaloons. He had shoes on—and it was only Friday. He even wore a necktie, a bright bit of ribbon. He had a citified air about him that ate into Tom’s vitals. The more Tom stared at the splendid marvel, the higher he turned up his nose at his finery and the shabbier and shabbier his own outfit seemed to him to grow. Neither boy spoke. If one moved, the other moved—but only sidewise, in a circle; they kept face to face and eye to eye all the time. Finally Tom said:

			“I can lick you!”

			“I’d like to see you try it.”

			“Well, I can do it.”

			“No you can’t, either.”

			“Yes I can.”

			“No you can’t.”

			“I can.”

			“You can’t.”

			“Can!”

			“Can’t!”

			An uncomfortable pause. Then Tom said:

			“What’s your name?”

			“ ‘Tisn’t any of your business, maybe.”

			“Well I ‘low I’ll make it my business.”

			“Well why don’t you?”

			“If you say much, I will.”

			“Much—much—much. There now.”

			“Oh, you think you’re mighty smart, don’t you? I could lick you with one hand

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
			

		

	
		
			Afterword

		

	
		
			Tom and Huck, the Original Bad Boys

			Figures armed with a bag of tricks, outcasts with the ability to subvert the stronger and more powerful, belong to thousands of years of North American storytelling. Sometimes they’re human and sometimes animals with human qualities such as speech: crows, ravens, coyotes, hares, bears. Many tribes created such stories all along the Mississippi basin, among them Choctaw, Chickasaw, Houma, Biloxi, Caddo, Natchez, Coushatta, Tunica, Chitimacha, Peoria, Ho Chunk, Ofo, Quapaw, Lakota, Dakota, Nakota, Fox, Potawatomi, Menominee, Osage.* In some of the stories, animals even assume human shape in order to fool people. The same tropes can be found in the oral tales that Africans brought to this hemisphere. Faithful to the tradition of Native American and African storytellers, in Twain’s The Adventures of Tom Sawyer and Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, there’s a whole lot of shape-shifting and gender-bending going on. Youngsters become pirates, clowns and Indians; Huck becomes a girl; Jim dresses in a woman’s clothes and Huck even becomes Tom. Twain’s stories are truly in the American grain or groove.

			Characters both black and white lie and travel through the novels “making up stuff” (HF 233). They use tricks to beguile both enemies and playmates, like Tom’s use of psychology to get his aunt’s fence painted. Or Tom and his friends’ success in humiliating a teacher who metes out capricious beatings. Even a lowly beetle befuddles a dog.

			When Twain’s characters are found out, they use their imagination to spin even larger and more outlandish lies. They challenge convention and make up their own rules, vows, and testaments. Tom engineers a homemade love contract with Becky Thatcher, and a blood oath binds members of his gang.

			Despite all of their fabrications and tricks, Tom and Huck can’t escape their boredom. Though Twain describes St. Petersburg throughout both novels as a peaceful, bucolic setting, Tom and Huck are so “cramped” by the place that they wish to escape by running away or even by dying. They hunger for adventure:

			Cardiff Hill lifted its soft green sides through a shimmering veil of heat, tinted with the purple of distance; a few birds floated on lazy wing high in the air; no other living thing was visible but some cows, and they were asleep. Tom’s heart ached to be free, or else to have something of interest to do to pass the dreary time. 

			(TS 54)

			Tom Sawyer, Huckleberry Finn and their peers are bored with school, and they have no use for church. They are aware of Howard Pyle’s Robin Hood and Shakespeare’s Richard III, but can’t identify the Apostles; Tom’s square brother, Sid, notes that Tom goes to bed without saying his prayers. Huck even muses on the pointlessness of prayer:

			Then Miss Watson she took me in the closet and prayed, but nothing came of it. She told me to pray every day, and whatever I asked for I would get it. But it warn’t so. I tried it. Once I got a fish-line, but no hooks. It warn’t any good to me without hooks. I tried for the hooks three or four times, but somehow I couldn’t make it work.

			(HF 19)

			Yet Huck prays for forgiveness for conspiring to steal Jim from Miss Watson. At this stage of his evolving notions about slavery, Huck still views Jim as property.

			Tom and Huck’s idea of a good time is playing marbles, fishing and swimming. Their ambitions are to become clowns, Indians and most of all pirates, so that they can find treasure. Getting hold of some sugar is a prize. A good life for them is one in which you get to eat pie, drink a glass of soda every day and be in regular attendance at circus performances. In this, Twain brilliantly captures the culture, successfully, of what in a newspaper essay he called smallboydom.*

			To the authorities they are constantly outwitting and deceiving, Tom is considered “bad, vicious [and] vulgar” (TS 16), while Huck’s reputation is even worse. He is “idle and lawless and vulgar and bad,” yet the children delight in his “forbidden society” (TS 46). These “rapscallions” are given to “rank rascalities.”

			Of course, Huck has in large part learned his rascally ways from his no-good alcoholic father. What he doesn’t inherit is the man’s bigotry. His father’s anti-intellectualism continues to be part of the American character. When Pap recited his resentments toward an educated black man, I couldn’t help thinking about the comments that some of President Obama’s critics make about him, a Harvard graduate. Huck is the role model for Tom and his friends because he is truly free:

			Huckleberry came and went, at his own free will. He slept on doorsteps in fine weather and in empty hogsheads in wet; he did not have to go to school or to church, or call any being master or obey anybody; he could go fishing or swimming when and where he chose, and stay as long as it suited him; nobody forbade him to fight; he could sit up as late as he pleased; he was always the first boy that went barefoot in the spring and the last to resume leather in the fall; he never had to wash, nor put on clothes; he could swear wonderfully. In a word, everything that goes to make life precious, that boy had. So thought every harassed, hampered, respectable boy in St. Petersburg. 

			(TS 47)

			But he is not as free as his admirers would think. He doesn’t go to school because his father despises education, and he comes and goes as he pleases because he is homeless, a result of being the son of an irresponsible underclass man.

			In turn, Huck comes to admire Tom because he is willing to sacrifice his reputation in an effort to rescue Jim, who has been sold by a self-anointed “King.” Tom’s courage is disingenuous (because he knows that Jim is already free with the death of Miss Watson, his tormentor), but Tom can be noble, as when he takes the blame for soiling the page of a book of anatomy belonging to Mr. Dobbins, an act committed by Becky Thatcher. Or when he identifies Injun Joe during a Perry Mason–like courtroom moment. Or when he spares the life of Muff Potter, who was accused of murdering Doctor Robinson.

			Of course, the actual murderer is Injun Joe. I remember viewing a film adaptation of Tom Sawyer as a youngster and being really frightened by Injun Joe, when I should have been frightened by the slave masters. Injun Joe, “a half breed,” settles scores with those who have wronged and disrespected him, including the unscrupulous Doctor Robinson, who pays people to retrieve cadavers for him.

			Injun Joe is one of the characters Twain uses to illustrate the racial climate of the time. He complains bitterly that he has been horsewhipped, a punishment usually reserved for blacks: “He had me horsewhipped!—horsewhipped in front of the jail, like a nigger!” Joe says (TS 175), revealing that in those days, blacks were more harshly treated than someone who was half–Native American, which is still often the case in the American criminal justice system. The Southern craving for violence is nothing new, either.

			In his book All God’s Children, Fox Butterfield discusses this Southern propensity toward violence, focusing on Edgefield, South Carolina. He attributes this phenomenon partly to the history of the large Scotch-Irish contingent among the area’s settlers, a bloody history glorified in Mel Gibson’s Academy Award–winning film Braveheart. Butterfield writes:

			Their way of life was an outgrowth of seven centuries of fighting between the kings of England and Scotland over the borderlands they inhabited. They had grown inured to their towns being sacked and burned and their kinsmen tortured to death. . . . When they came to America, they brought with them a penchant for family feuds, a love of whiskey, and a warrior ethic that demanded vengeance.*

			A no-less-noted observer than Benjamin Franklin referred to these Scotch-Irish immigrants as “white savages.”

			This was the situation in Twain’s time. The townspeople in both novels—Huckleberry Finn was Twain’s favorite—amuse themselves with horsewhippings, lynchings, dogfights, tarring and feathering individuals and other cruel sports. But while we no longer condone such things, we do have semi-automatic weapons and violent video games.

			Twain writes harshly about such white bigots, calling the KKK “masked cowards” (HF 153), and he can be just as severe when portraying false aristocrats, feuding families who put on airs while they are busy killing one another off, and the good people—who insist that Huck and Tom say their prayers—who buy and sell slaves. His white female characters can spout racist drivel and be as cruel in their treatment of blacks as the men, challenging the revisionist reading by feminists who say that white women suffered as much as slaves during the antebellum period. See for example Mrs. Judith Loftus’ discussion of Jim as a suspect in the murder of Huck, a murder that Huck has staged. Huck, disguised as a girl, asks, “Has everybody quit thinking the nigger done it?” a question that launches Mrs. Loftus’ thoughts on the topic:

			“Oh, no, not everybody. A good many thinks he done it. But they’ll get the nigger pretty soon now, and maybe they can scare it out of him.”

			“Why are they after him yet?”

			“Well, you’re innocent, ain’t you! Does three hundred dollars lay around every day for people to pick up? Some folks think the nigger ain’t far from here. I’m one of them—but I hain’t talked around. A few days ago I was talking with an old couple that lives next door in the log shanty, and they happened to say hardly anybody ever goes to that island over yonder that they call Jackson’s Island. Don’t anybody live there? says I. No, nobody, says they. I didn’t say any more, but I done some thinking. I was pretty near certain I’d seen smoke over there, about the head of the island, a day or two before that, so I says to myself, like as not that nigger’s hiding over there; anyway, says I, it’s worth the trouble to give the place a hunt.” 

			(HF 65)

			Indeed, both Huck and Jim are victims of domestic abuse. Huck at the hands of his alcoholic father and Jim from Miss Watson. Jim says, “Ole missus—dat’s Miss Watson—she pecks on me all de time, en treats me pooty rough, but she awluz said she wouldn’ sell me down to Orleans. But I noticed dey wuz a nigger trader roun’ de place” (HF 51).

			While films like Gone With the Wind depict childlike slaves who must practically be pried away from plantations that are presided over by merciful slave masters, Twain defies this notion in his books, especially Huckleberry Finn, which shows how black fugitives risked harsh punishment and even death for daring to be “ungrateful” to slave masters and slave mistresses. The idea of a South with submissive blacks, with only a few willing to make escape attempts, has been revived recently with the Oscar-winning film Django Unchained, whose version of black history, like that of Gone With the Wind, is currently being taught in schools and universities across the country while Huckleberry Finn is under attack. And it’s certainly not the first time.* Yet the actual historical record supports Twain. The Richmond Sentinel reported this response from slaves to the appearance of Yankee ships: “The negroes at once threw down their hoes, axes and spades, and quitted their plows, and flocked to the Yankee steamers and other craft by tens of thousands.”*

			Jim, like the slaves mentioned in contemporary accounts from Southern newspapers, including the Richmond Enquirer and the Richmond Whig in addition to the Richmond Sentinel, wants his freedom. He wants to escape being treated as inanimate property, separated from his family and sold down the river; something to be haggled and fought over. He wants a future for himself and his family. He wants to begin a business and even knows about interest rates. All of this is shocking to Huck, who only knows blacks in the mass and not as individuals. He knows them simply as “niggers.” For Huck, hearing a slave talk this way must mean that Jim is an exceptional black. It is through the journey they take together that Huck learns Jim is simply a human being.

			After surviving in the wilderness with Jim and sleeping in the same wigwam, Huckleberry Finn begins to have doubts about the prevailing attitudes regarding slavery; Tom becomes Jim’s advocate, and Huck begins to talk about the rights of prisoners:

			“They hain’t no right to shut him up! Shove!—and don’t you lose a minute. Turn him loose! he ain’t no slave; he’s as free as any cretur that walks this earth!”

			“What does the child mean?”

			“I mean every word I say, Aunt Sally, and if somebody don’t go, I’ll go. I’ve knowed him all his life, and so has Tom, there.”

			(HF 293)

			For someone who during his time was dismissed as a “humorist,” Twain stepped on a lot of toes. Both The Adventures of Tom Sawyer and Adventures of Huckleberry Finn have passages to offend feminists, gays, the disabled, and Arkansans. Most of the scorn directed against the books nowadays, and Adventures of Huckleberry Finn in particular, comes from Twain’s use of the word “nigger.” But Frederick Douglass uses the word numerous times in his The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass. Apparently those who criticize Twain haven’t read Douglass. Was it all right for Douglass because he was writing as an insider to an audience of blacks? He wasn’t. Why delete the word in Twain and not in Douglass or African-American folklore? Why chastise Twain, when his black characters in these books and Pudd’nhead Wilson are treated more sympathetically than those of modern writers like Saul Bellow, Bernard Malamud, Philip Roth, David Mamet, David Simon, Tom Wolfe, Richard Price and George Pelecanos? Critics of Twain, who haven’t read Douglass, probably haven’t read these authors either. Indeed a fortune has been made from films, books and television shows that feature one-dimensional black brutes, usually sexual predators, referred to by C. Liegh McInnis as Black Boogeymen. Black Boogeymen in entertainment sell even better than sex, he contends.* Moreover, Huck’s use of the word “nigger” is true to his background and adult influences, which Twain shows to be bigoted and backward.

			Maybe Twain’s depiction of blacks is more successful than those of contemporary white writers because he actually listened to them. He had an ear for their dialects, these African speakers for whom English was a second language. Indeed Shelley Fisher Fishkin presented a theory that Huck was based upon a garrulous black youth.* Moreover, there is evidence that Twain was acquainted with some of the black writers of his day. Charles Chesnutt, regarded as the first major black fiction writer, attended Twain’s seventieth birthday party at Delmonico’s in New York on December 23, 1905.

			It’s a commentary on modern times that portraits of black men in movies, television and literature are ascribed less humanity than in Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn, published in 1876 and 1885. Next time they ask you, “Haven’t we made progress and aren’t we in a postracial period?” point this out.

			In fact, the ordeal of the runaway Twain portrays in Huckleberry Finn doesn’t sound too far off from the conditions in today’s maximum security prisons:

			They cussed Jim considerable, though, and give him a cuff or two side the head once in a while, but Jim never said nothing, and he never let on to know me, and they took him to the same cabin, and put his own clothes on him, and chained him again, and not to no bed leg this time, but to a big staple drove into the bottom log, and chained his hands, too, and both legs, and said he warn’t to have nothing but bread and water to eat after this till his owner come, or he was sold at auction because he didn’t come in a certain length of time, and filled up our hole, and said a couple of farmers with guns must stand watch around about the cabin every night, and a bulldog tied to the door in the daytime. 

			(HF 289)

			Shane Bauer, an American who was imprisoned in Iran, told the magazine Mother Jones that California jails are worse than Iran’s prisons in using solitary confinement as punishment. Blacks still get the worst end of the criminal justice system. Though the majority of drug law violations are committed by whites, those who are more likely to be incarcerated are blacks. Scandals involving police and prosecutorial misconduct and even torture occur on a regular basis.

			Some of the most egregious injustices still happen in the South, the setting for Twain’s novels. A recent article in the The New York Times revealed that in Mississippi one thousand black grade schoolers have been introduced to the criminal justice system due to harsh school disciplinary policy. Their crimes? Talking back to the teachers, wearing the wrong school colors, and other instances of “disorderly conduct.” One six-year-old was handcuffed for throwing a tantrum.*

			Since the beginning of the slave trade, which might be regarded as the largest prisoner transfer in history, the prison has been a sort of home away from home for blacks. Blacks guilty of no crime were held in jails until the time for them to be auctioned off. And given the unequal way that justice is currently administered, there are hundreds of thousands of Jims in jail who would be at liberty if they were white.

			Charles Chesnutt, Twain’s guest at Delmonico’s, argued in his novel The Colonel’s Dream (1905) that the postslavery vagrancy laws were an excuse to continue business as usual because blacks who were arrested under such laws were used to supply cheap labor to white farmers. In Chesnutt’s novel, even the town’s beloved Uncle Julius is ensnared by a vagrancy law. These slave patrols draw a rather frightening comparison with the current stop-and-frisk policies that are spreading from New York to other cities across the country, including my own, Oakland, California.

			With Huckleberry Finn, Twain seems to be saying that getting to know Jim as a human and not just property or a thing, a human who has values and goals, is the way of defeating racial ignorance and fear, problems that we continue to struggle with today. Indeed Jim, who often uses Huck as a straight man while he gets off a few monologues, some humorous and some poignant, gets the best line in both books. Frustrated because he can’t cash himself in, Jim muses:  “. . . to look at it. I owns myself, en I’s wuth eight hund’d dollars. I wisht I had de money, I wouldn want no mo” (HF 55).

			—Ishmael Reed
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