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To the ghost in the works





The reports of my death are greatly exaggerated.

—Mark Twain
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EXPLANATORY NOTE




Some of Mark Twain’s works were not published until after his death in 1910; some have not yet been published. The quotations referenced in this book are generally dated by the year of first known publication; those dated after 1910 are posthumous. However, quotations from Mark Twain’s notebooks are dated by the year of writing and quotations from Mark Twain’s speeches are dated by the year of delivery. Chapter numbers rather than page numbers are cited in many instances because there are numerous editions of Mark Twain’s works in print; page numbers vary from edition to edition, whereas chapter numbers remain the same. Page numbers are cited when alternative sources may be difficult or impossible to find.








A




ADAM

It all began with Adam. He was the first man to tell a joke—or a lie. “How lucky Adam was,” Mark Twain wrote enviously in his notebook in 1867. “He knew when he said a good thing, nobody had said it before.”

Adam was not alone in the Garden of Eden, however, and does not deserve all the credit; much is due to Eve, the first woman, and Satan, the first consultant.

 

Adam was but human—this explains it all. He did not want the apple for the apple’s sake, he wanted it only because it was forbidden. The mistake was in not forbidding the serpent; then he would have eaten the serpent.

—Pudd’nhead Wilson, 1894, ch. 2


Adam was the author of sin, and I wish he had taken out an international copyright on it.

—Notebook, 1877

What I cannot help wishing is that Adam and Eve had been postponed, and Martin Luther and Joan of Arc put in their place—that splendid pair equipped with temperaments not made of butter, but of asbestos. By neither sugary persuasions nor by hell fire could Satan have beguiled them to eat the apple.

—“The Turning Point of My Life,”
 essay, 1910

Adam and Eve had many advantages, but the principal one was that they escaped teething.

—Pudd’nhead Wilson, 1894, ch. 4

Adam and Eve entered the world naked and unashamed—naked and pure-minded; and no descendant of theirs has ever entered it otherwise. All have entered it naked, unashamed, and clean in mind. They have entered it modest. They had to acquire immodesty and the soiled mind; there was no other way to get it.

—Satan, in DeVoto, Letters from the
 Earth, 1962, Letter 3

After all these years, I see that I was mistaken about Eve in the beginning; it is better to live outside the Garden with her than inside it without her.

—Adam, in “Adam’s Diary,” story,
 1893

Wheresoever she was, there was Eden.

—Adam at Eve’s grave, in “Adam’s
 Diary,” story, 1893

ADJECTIVE

As to the Adjective: when in doubt, strike it out.

—Pudd’nhead Wilson, 1894, ch. 11


ADULTERY

“Thou shalt not commit adultery” is a command which makes no distinction between the following persons. They are all required to obey it: children at birth. Children in the cradle. School children. Youths and maidens. Fresh adults. Older ones. Men and women of 40. Of 50. Of 60. Of 70. Of 80. Of 90. Of 100. The command does not distribute its burden equally, and cannot. It is not hard upon the three sets of children.

—Satan, in DeVoto, Letters from the
 Earth, 1962, Letter 8

By temperament, which is the real law of God, many men are goats and can’t help committing adultery when they get a chance; whereas there are numbers of men who, by temperament, can keep their purity and let an opportunity go by if the woman lacks in attractiveness.

—Satan, in DeVoto, Letters from the
 Earth, 1962, Letter 8

ADVERSITY

By trying, we can easily learn to endure adversity. Another man’s, I mean.

—Following the Equator, 1897, vol. 2, ch. 3

ADVERTISEMENTS BY MARK TWAIN

Mark Twain first came to fame as a lecturer in San Francisco in 1866. One reason he attracted such huge crowds was that he wrote all his own advertisements. These ads were unlike anything the public had ever seen before. Twain hit upon the novel idea of luring people in with large bold promises and then surprising them with what was written in small print. Mark Twain was in fact the originator of this modern sales technique.

“A GRAND TORCHLIGHT PROCESSION,” announced the poster for Twain’s first lecture, in giant, glaring letters that could be read from across the street; then followed in small print, “may be expected; in fact, the public are privileged to expect whatever they please.”

Here are some other advertisements of Mark Twain’s:

MAGNIFICENT FIREWORKS


were in contemplation for this occasion,

but the idea has been abandoned.

—Handbill for Twain’s first lecture,
 San Francisco, October 2, 1866



THE CELEBRATED BEARDED WOMAN!

Is not with this Circus;

THE WONDERFUL COW WITH SIX LEGS!

Is not attached to this Menagerie;

THE IRISH GIANT! WHO STANDS

9 FEET 6 INCHES

will not be present and need not be expected.

—Handbill, 1870


The wisdom will begin to flow at 8.

The trouble will begin at 8.

The Orgies will commence at 8.

—Lines from Twain posters, 1870s



IMPROMPTU FAREWELL ADDRESS,


gotten up last week, especially for this occasion.

—Poster, San Francisco, December 1866



ADVERTISING

During his days as a journalist, the young Mark Twain once edited a small newspaper in Missouri. A subscriber wrote in, saying that he had found a spider in his paper and asked whether this was a sign of good or bad luck. Twain answered:

“Dear Subscriber: Finding a spider in your paper was neither good luck nor bad luck for you. The spider was merely looking over our paper to see which merchant is not advertising so that he can go to that store, spin his web across the door and lead a life of undisturbed peace ever afterward.”

 

Many a small thing has been made large by the right kind of advertising.

—A Connecticut Yankee, 1889, ch. 22

He goes by the brand, yet imagines he goes by the flavor.

—“Concerning Tobacco,” essay, 1917

LADIES AND CHILDREN NOT ADMITTED.

“There,” says he, “if that line don’t fetch them, I don’t know Arkansaw!”

—Huckleberry Finn, 1884, ch. 22

ADVICE

It is better to give than receive—especially advice. Mark Twain was always willing to donate free advice to the needy and the unsuspecting. “It’s noble to be good,” he said, “and it’s nobler to teach others to be good, and less trouble.”

A lifetime of wisdom was summed up in Mark Twain’s last public address, at the commencement of St. Timothy’s School for Girls in Catonsville, Maryland, on June 9, 1909. “There are three things which I consider excellent advice,” Twain told the girls in his familiar slow drawl, punctuated as always by long pauses. “First, don’t smoke—to excess. Second, don’t drink—to excess. Third, don’t marry—to excess.”

 

It’s better to keep your mouth shut and appear stupid than to open it and remove all doubt.

—Attributed to Mark Twain and to
 Abraham Lincoln


When in doubt tell the truth.

—Following the Equator, 1897, vol. 1, ch. 2

Tell the truth or trump—but get the trick.

—Pudd’nhead Wilson, 1894, ch. 1

Do not tell fish stories where the people know you; but particularly, don’t tell them where they know the fish.

—Notebook, 1902

Always do right. This will gratify some people, and astonish the rest.

—Card sent to Young People’s
 Society, Greenpoint Presbyterian
 Church, Brooklyn, 1901

Always acknowledge a fault frankly. This will throw those in authority off their guard and give you an opportunity to commit more.

—Notebook, 1902

We ought never to do wrong when people are looking.

—“A Double-Barreled Detective
 Story,” story, 1902

Always obey your parents, when they are present.

—“Advice to Youth,” speech, 1882

If a person offend you and you are in doubt as to whether it was intentional or not, do not resort to extreme measures. Simply watch your chance and hit him with a brick.

—“Advice to Youth,” speech, 1882

Do not offer a compliment and ask a favor at the same time. A compliment that is charged for is not valuable.

—Notebook, 1902


Be careless in your dress if you must, but keep a tidy soul.

—Following the Equator, 1897, vol. 1, ch. 23

Earn a character first if you can. And if you can’t, assume one.

—“General Miles and the Dog,”
 speech, 1907

Make it a point to do something every day that you don’t want to do. This is the golden rule for acquiring the habit of doing your duty without pain.

—Following the Equator, 1897, vol. 2, ch. 22

“Rise early. It is the early bird that catches the worm.” Don’t be fooled by this absurd saw; I once knew a man who tried it. He got up at sunrise and a horse bit him.

—Notebook, 1867

Have a place for everything and keep the thing somewhere else; this is not advice, it is merely custom.

—Notebook, 1898

Put all your eggs in the one basket and—WATCH THAT BASKET.

—Pudd’nhead Wilson, 1894, ch. 15

Let us not be too particular. It is better to have old second-hand diamonds than none at all.

—Following the Equator, 1897, vol. 1, ch. 34

Don’t part with your illusions. When they are gone, you may still exist, but you have ceased to live.

—Following the Equator, 1897, vol. 2, ch. 23

It is sound judgment to put on a bold face and play your hand for a hundred times what it is worth; forty-nine times out of fifty nobody dares to “call” and you rake in the chips.

—A Connecticut Yankee, 1889, ch. 39


Let us endeavor so to live that when we come to die even the undertaker will be sorry.

—Pudd’nhead Wilson, 1894, ch. 6

And I wish to urge upon you this—which I think is wisdom—that if you find you can’t make seventy by any but an uncomfortable road, don’t you go.

—Seventieth-birthday speech, 1905

Whenever you find that you are on the side of the majority, it is time to reform—(or pause and reflect.)

—Notebook, 1904

AFFECTION

Praise is well, compliment is well, but affection—that is the last and final and most precious reward that any man can win, whether by character or achievement.

—“Affection,” speech, 1907

AFFLUENCE

He is now fast rising from affluence to poverty.

—“Henry Ward Beecher’s Farm,”
 sketch, 1885

AFTER-DINNER SPEECHES

Mark Twain and Chauncey Depew were two of the best-known after-dinner speakers of their time. Both were accustomed to star billing, but on one occasion they were both invited to the same banquet. Mark Twain’s turn came first. He spoke for twenty minutes and made a great hit with the crowd, telling several hilarious stories.

It was a hard act to follow, but Chauncey Depew stood up. “Mr. Toastmaster, Ladies and Gentlemen,” the famous raconteur began. “I have a confession to make. Before this dinner, Mark Twain and I agreed to swap speeches. He has just delivered my speech, and I thank you for the fine reception you have accorded it. But I regret to say that I have lost his speech and cannot remember a thing he had to say.”

With that, Chauncey Depew sat down to much applause.

AFTERLIFE

Mark Twain once attended a dinner party at which the subject of heaven and hell was raised. Throughout the heated discussion Twain said nothing. Finally, the hostess asked, “Why haven’t you said something, Mr. Clemens? Surely you must have an opinion on this subject.”

“Madam, you must excuse me,” Mark Twain replied. “I am silent because of necessity. I have friends in both places.”

 

Many when they come to die have spent all the truth that was in them, and enter the next world as paupers. I have saved up enough to make an astonishment there.

—Speech at Savages Club, London, 1899

Eternal Rest sounds comforting in the pulpit…. Well, you try it once, and see how heavy time will hang on your hands.

—“Captain Stormfield’s Visit to
 Heaven,” story, 1907

AGE

When Mark Twain returned to Hannibal after thirty years, it seemed that the men had aged less than the women. “I saw men whom thirty years had changed but slightly,” he wrote in Life on the Mississippi, “but their wives had grown old. These were good women; it is very wearing to be good.”

 

Wrinkles should merely indicate where smiles have been.

—Following the Equator, 1897, vol. 2, ch. 16

Whatever a man’s age, he can reduce it several years by putting a bright-colored flower in his button-hole.

—The American Claimant, 1892, ch. 20


It takes some little time to accept and realize the fact that while you have been growing old, your friends have not been standing still in that matter.

—Life on the Mississippi, 1883, ch. 55

Life would be infinitely happier if we could only be born at the age of eighty and gradually approach eighteen.

—Phelps, Autobiography with Letters,
 1939, p. 965

AMBITION

Keep away from people who try to belittle your ambitions. Small people always do that, but the really great make you feel that you, too, can become great.

—MacLaren, Morally We Roll Along,
 1938, p. 66

AMERICA

Mark Twain liked to play the role of national spokesman, defending America from the attacks of snobbish European intellectuals, who regarded America as a backward nation. In 1895, a French travel writer, Paul Bourget, made the well-publicized observation that the average American did not know who his grandfather was. Mark Twain made the famous retort that the American was still better off than the average Frenchman, who was not sure who his father was.

“If I look harried and worn it is not from an ill conscience,” said Mark Twain in a speech “On Foreign Critics” in 1890. “It is from sitting up nights to worry about the foreign critic. He won’t concede that we have a civilization, a ‘real’ civilization.”

Real civilization began with the American Revolution, Mark Twain contended, and flowed eastward toward Europe, spreading the New World ideals of freedom, equality, enterprise and innovation. Twain did not consider the European monarchies to be truly civilized, and he mocked their cultural pretensions in his irreverent travel books.

“There are some partial civilizations scattered around over Europe. Pretty lofty civilizations they are, too. But who begot them? What is the seed from which they sprang? Liberty and intelligence. What planted that seed? There are dates and statistics which suggest it was the American Revolution that planted it,” he said in his 1890 Independence Day speech. “We hoisted the banner of revolution and raised the first genuine shout for human liberty that had ever been heard.”

Twain also liked to play the role of national critic, chiding Americans to live up to their noble national ideals. He was particularly critical of politicians. He wrote in Pudd’nhead Wilson’s New Calendar, “It could probably be shown by facts and figures that there is no distinctly native American criminal class except Congress.”

But despite his criticism of American government and particularly American foreign policy, Mark Twain remained to the end a champion of American civilization. In 1897, soon after he sent his famous cable from London saying, “The reports of my death are greatly exaggerated,” he wrote home to a friend in Hartford: “As far as I can see, nothing remains to be reported, except that I have become a foreigner. When you hear it, don’t you believe it. And don’t take the trouble to deny it. Merely just raise the American flag on our house in Hartford, and let it talk.”

 

It is by the goodness of God that in our country we have those three unspeakably precious things: freedom of speech, freedom of conscience, and the prudence never to practice either of them.

—Following the Equator, 1897, vol. 1, ch. 20

We are called the nation of inventors. And we are. We could still claim that title and wear its loftiest honors if we had stopped with the first thing we ever invented, which was human liberty.

—“Foreign Critics,” speech, 1890

I should like to say that we are a faultless people but I am restrained by recollection. I know several persons who have erred and transgressed—to put it plainly, they have done wrong. I have heard still of others—of a number of persons, in fact—who are not perfect.

—“The Watermelon,” speech, 1907


When it comes down to pure ornamental cursing, the native American is gifted above the sons of men.

—Roughing It, 1872, ch. 60

I think that the reason why we Americans seem to be so addicted to trying to get rich suddenly is merely because the opportunity to make promising efforts in that direction has offered itself to us with a frequency all out of proportion to the European experience.

—“What Paul Bourget Thinks of Us,”
 essay, 1895

In Boston they ask, How much does he know? In New York, How much is he worth? In Philadelphia, Who were his parents?

—“What Paul Bourget Thinks of Us,”
 essay, 1895

Ours is the “land of the free”—nobody denies that—nobody challenges it. (Maybe it is because we won’t let other people testify.)

—Roughing It, 1872, ch. 54

(commenting on mistreatment of
 Chinese in the West)

AMERICANS

Asked the difference between the Englishman and the American, Mark Twain gave this answer:

“An Englishman is a person who does things because they have been done before. An American is a person who does things because they haven’t been done before.”

ANCESTORS

Mark Twain was irritated by people who boasted about their ancestry. Once when an ancestor-worshiper inquired about the Clemens family tree, Mark Twain heaved a heavy sigh and said sadly, “My grandfather was cut down in the prime of his life.” He paused momentously as if gathering strength for a long, tearful tale, then added: “My grandmother always used to tell us that if he had been cut down fifteen minutes earlier, he could have been resuscitated.”

 

I was never able to persuade myself to call a gibbet by its right name when accounting for other ancestors of mine, but always spoke of it as the “platform”—puerilely intimating that they were out lecturing when it happened.

—Christian Science, 1907, bk. 2, ch. 1

My first American ancestor, gentlemen, was an Indian—an early Indian. Your ancestors skinned him alive, and I am an orphan…. All those Salem witches were ancestors of mine. Your people made it tropical for them…. The first slave brought into New England out of Africa by your progenitors was an ancestor of mine—for I am a mixed breed, an infinitely shaded and exquisite Mongrel.

—“Plymouth Rock and the Pilgrims,”
 speech, 1881

ANGELS

I have traveled more than anyone else, and I have noticed that even the angels speak English with an accent.

—Following the Equator, 1897, vol. 2,
 conclusion

I have been on the verge of being an angel all my life, but it’s never happened yet.

—Paine, Mark Twain: A Biography,
 1912, vol. 2, p. 1010

ANGER

Anger, according to Sigmund Freud, was a frequent theme in Mark Twain’s humor. In Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious, Freud gives an example from a Twain lecture:

“Mark Twain describes how his brother constructed a subterranean dwelling, into which he brought a bed, a table and a lamp and which he roofed over with a large piece of sailcloth with a hole in the middle. At night, however, after the hut was finished, a cow that was being driven home fell through the opening of the roof on to the table and put out the lamp. His brother patiently helped to get the beast out and put the establishment to rights again. Next night the same interruption was repeated and his brother behaved as before. And so it was every following night. Repetition makes the story comic, but Mark Twain ends it by reporting that on the forty-sixth night, when the cow fell through again, his brother finally remarked: ‘The thing’s beginning to get monotonous.’

“At this our humorous pleasure cannot be kept back,” Freud explained, “for what we had long expected to hear was that this obstinate set of misfortunes would make his brother angry.”

 

When angry, count four; when very angry, swear.

—Pudd’nhead Wilson, 1894, ch. 10

ANIMALS

It is just like man’s vanity and impertinence to call an animal dumb because it is dumb to his dull perceptions.

—“What Is Man?” essay, 1906

Of all the animals, man is the only one that is cruel. He is the only one that inflicts pain for the pleasure of doing it.

—“The Lowest Animal,” essay, 1897

ANNIVERSARY

What ought to be done to the man who invented the celebrating of anniversaries? Mere killing would be too light.

—Notebook, 1896

APPRENTICESHIP

Even Noah got no salary for the first six months—partly on account of the weather and partly because he was learning navigation.

—DeVoto, Mark Twain in Eruption, 1940, p. 165


APPROVAL

We can secure other people’s approval if we do right and try hard; but our own is worth a hundred of it, and no way has been found out of securing that.

—Following the Equator, 1897, vol. 1, ch. 14

ARGUMENT

Women cannot receive even the most palpably judicious suggestion without arguing it; that is, married women.

—“Experience of the McWilliamses,”
 story, 1875

There is nothing like instances to grow hair on a bald-headed argument.

—Unpublished manuscript on British
 copyright law

ARISTOCRACY

Any kind of royalty, however modified, any kind of aristocracy, however pruned, is rightly an insult.

—A Connecticut Yankee, 1889, ch. 8

The blunting effects of slavery upon the slaveholder’s moral perceptions are known and conceded, the world over, and a privileged class, an aristocracy, is but a band of slaveholders under another name.

—A Connecticut Yankee, 1889, ch. 25

We have to be despised by somebody whom we regard as above us or we are not happy; we have to have somebody to worship and envy or we cannot be content. In America we manifest this in all the ancient and customary ways. In public we scoff at titles and hereditary privilege but privately we hanker after them, and when we get a chance we buy them for cash and a daughter.

—DeVoto, Mark Twain in Eruption,
 1940, p. 64


ARK

Oh, this infernal Human Race! I wish I had it in the Ark again—with an auger!

—“In Memory of Samuel Langhorn

Clemens,” 1922, p. 37

(American Academy of Arts and

Letters pamphlet)

ARMS RACE

By and by when each nation has 20,000 battleships and 5,000,000 soldiers we shall all be safe and the wisdom of statesmanship will stand confirmed.

—Notebook, 1902

ART

Mark Twain once called upon the painter Whistler in his studio and, absorbed in conversation, absentmindedly reached out to touch one of the freshly painted canvases.

“Don’t touch that!” exclaimed Whistler. “Don’t you see it isn’t dry yet?”

“Oh, I don’t mind,” said Twain, good-naturedly. “I have gloves on.”

 

Can it be possible that the painters make John the Baptist a Spaniard in Madrid and an Irishman in Dublin?

—Innocents Abroad, 1869, ch. 19

A good legible label is usually worth, for information, a ton of significant attitude and expression in a historical picture.

—Life on the Mississippi, 1883, ch. 44

It looked natural because it looked somehow as if it were in pain.

—Description of a Phidias sculpture

A tortoise-shell cat having a fit in a platter of tomatoes…

—Description of Turner’s painting The
 Slave Ship


ARTISTIC LICENSE

Criticism is a queer thing. If I print, “She was stark naked” and then proceeded to describe her person in detail, what critic would not howl? Who would venture to leave the book on a parlor table? But the artist does this and all ages gather around and look and talk and point.

—Notebook, 1879

ASS

Concerning the difference between man and the jackass: some observers hold that there isn’t any. But this wrongs the jackass.

—Notebook, 1898

There is no character, howsoever good and fine, but it can be destroyed by ridicule, howsoever poor and witless. Observe the ass, for instance: his character is about perfect, he is the choicest spirit among all the humbler animals, yet see what ridicule has brought him to. Instead of feeling complimented when we are called an ass, we are left in doubt.

—Pudd’nhead Wilson, 1894, preface

AUTOGRAPH

“Writing is my trade and I exercise it only when I am obliged to,” Mark Twain once replied to a written request for an autograph. “It would never be fair to ask a doctor for one of his corpses to remember him by.”

AUTHORS

“I was sorry to have my name mentioned as one of the great authors,” said Mark Twain in a speech in London in 1899 after a flattering introduction, “because they have a sad habit of dying off. Chaucer is dead, Spenser is dead, so is Milton, so is Shakespeare, and I am not feeling very well myself.”

 

I have been an author for 20 years and an ass for 55.

—Letter to unknown person, 1890


AUTHORSHIP

The elderly owner of a roadside stand in Hannibal, Missouri, was asked if he had known Mark Twain as a boy.

“Sure, I knew him,” the old geezer replied indignantly. “And I know just as many stories as he did, too. Only difference is, he writ ’em down.”

 

Authorship is not a Trade, it is an inspiration; Authorship does not keep an Office, its habitation is all out under the sky, and everywhere the winds are blowing and the sun is shining and the creatures of God are free. Now then, since I have no Trade and keep no Office, I am not taxable under Schedule D, section 14.

—“A Petition to the Queen of

England,” 1887

(plea for exemption from English tax

on royalties)








B




BABIES

One of Mark Twain’s most triumphant speeches, “The Babies,” was delivered in 1879 at a banquet in honor of Ulysses S. Grant. The last of a long series of speakers, Mark Twain stepped to the platform at three o’clock in the morning and roused a weary crowd by toasting “the babies.”

“We haven’t all had the good fortune to be ladies; we haven’t all been generals, or poets, or statesmen; but when the toast works down to the babies, we stand on common ground,” he began.

Babies are national treasures, he told the audience. “Among the three or four million cradles now rocking in the land are some which this nation would preserve for ages as sacred things, if we could but know which ones they are.”

But he warned his listeners never to underestimate a baby on account of his small size. “He is enterprising, irrepressible, and brimful of lawless activities. Do what you please, you can’t make him stay on the reservation.”

Mark Twain offered this advice to prospective parents. “As long as you are in your right mind don’t you ever pray for twins. Twins amount to a permanent riot. And there ain’t no real difference between triplets and an insurrection.”

 

A baby is an inestimable blessing and bother.

—Letter to Annie Webster, 1876

BAGGAGE HANDLERS

At Union Station in Washington, D.C., Mark Twain asked a baggage handler, “Is that satchel strong enough to go in the baggage car?”

The baggage handler lifted the satchel above his head and hurled it to the pavement with all his might. “That,” he declared, “is what it will get in Philadelphia.” Then the baggage man picked up the bag and smashed it against the side of the car five or six times. “That,” said he, “is what it will get in Chicago.” Next he heaved the bag up in the air as high as he could toss it, and when it landed, jumped up and down on it repeatedly. “And that,” he said, “is what it will get in Sioux City.”

The baggage man paused, looked up at Mark Twain and added: “And if you are going any further than Sioux City, you’d better take it in the Pullman with you.”

BALDNESS

During his “Roughing It” days in Nevada, Mark Twain made the acquaintance of Bill Nye, later the governor of Nevada, a man who was a paragon of baldness. “He was the baldest human being I ever saw,” Mark Twain wrote in his autobiography. “His whole skull was brilliantly shining. It was like a dome with the sun flashing upon it.” Once somebody expressed astonishment at his extraordinary baldness. “You should see my brother,” replied Bill Nye.

One day, Twain recalled, Bill Nye fell overboard from a ferryboat and when he came up for air a woman’s voice broke high  over the tumult of frightened and anxious exclamations and said, “You shameless thing! And ladies present! Go down and come up the other way.”

BANKER

A banker is a fellow who lends you his umbrella when the sun is shining and wants it back the minute it begins to rain.

—Attributed

BANKRUPTCY

Soon after Mark Twain bought a publishing house, a friend bumped into him and asked him how he was.

“Splendid!” replied Twain enthusiastically. “I was fortunate to be let in on the ground floor!”

Some time later, after the publishing firm went bankrupt, the same friend bumped into Twain again, and hearing the sad news, inquired, “What happened? You told me you were let in on the ground floor!”

“So I was,” answered Mark Twain. “But there was a son-of-a-bitch in the basement!”

BANQUET

A banquet is probably the most fatiguing thing in the world except ditchdigging.

—“Last Visit to England,” in DeVoto,
 Mark Twain in Eruption, 1940

BARBER

Mark Twain once had a close shave with an overly talkative barber. When the garrulous barber had finished the shave, he ran his hand across his customer’s chin and, holding up the razor, said: “Shall I go over it again?”

“No,” replied Mark Twain wearily, “I heard every damned word.”


BARNUM, P. T.

Mark Twain was amused by P. T. Barnum’s aggressive advertising methods and made light of them in “The Stolen White Elephant” (1882). In this story, a gigantic white Siamese elephant runs on a wild rampage through upper New York State, wreaking havoc and destruction in one village after another while a group of dedicated detectives, led by the celebrated Inspector Blunt, try to track the elephant down. When P. T. Barnum gets wind of this, he offers $4,000 a year for the exclusive privilege of using the elephant as a “traveling advertising medium from now till detectives find him.” Inspector Blunt haggles Barnum to $7,000 and the deal is sealed. Shortly afterward, the inspector receives this telegram from one of his detectives, in Baxter Center, New York:


ELEPHANT BEEN HERE, PLASTERED OVER WITH CIRCUS BILLS, AND BROKE UP A REVIVAL, STRIKING DOWN AND DAMAGING MANY WHO WERE ON THE POINT OF ENTERING UPON A BETTER LIFE.



BEAUTY

One is apt to overestimate beauty when it is rare.

—Innocents Abroad, 1869, ch. 51

In true beauty, more depends upon right location and judicious distribution of feature than upon multiplicity of them. So also as regards color. The very combination of colors which in a volcanic eruption would add beauty to a landscape might detach it from a girl.

—The American Claimant, 1892, ch. 5

One frequently only finds out how really beautiful a really beautiful woman is after considerable acquaintance with her; and the rule applies to Niagara Falls, to majestic mountains, and to mosques—especially to mosques.

—Innocents Abroad, 1869, ch. 54

There are women who have an indefinable charm in their faces which makes them beautiful to their intimates, but a cold stranger who tried to reason the matter out and find this beauty would fail.

—A Tramp Abroad, 1880, vol. 2, ch. 19


BEGGARS

We are all beggars, each in his own way.

—Paine, Mark Twain: A Biography,
 1912, vol. 3, p. 1421

BELIEFS

If the man doesn’t believe as we do, we say he is a crank, and that settles it. I mean, it does nowadays, because now we can’t burn him.

—Following the Equator, 1897, vol. 2, ch. 17

The easy confidence with which I know another man’s religion is folly teaches me to suspect that my own is also.

—Paine, Mark Twain: A Biography,
 1912, vol. 3, p. 1584

We despise all reverences and all objects of reverence which are outside the pale of our list of sacred things. And yet, with strange inconsistency, we are shocked when other people despise and defile the things which are holy to us.

—Following the Equator, 1897, vol. 2, ch. 17

Between believing a thing and thinking you know is only a small step and quickly taken.

—“3,000 Years Among the Microbes,”
 story, 1905

In religion and politics people’s beliefs and convictions are in almost every case gotten at second-hand, and without examination.

—Neider, Autobiography, 1959, ch. 78

My land, the power of training! Of influence! Of education! It can bring a body up to believe anything.

—A Connecticut Yankee, 1889, ch. 21

BIBLE

Mark Twain, the most irreverent of writers, was actually a very religious man, but he did not subscribe to any orthodox set of beliefs, and he did not believe that the Bible was literally the word of God. He once said, “It ain’t those parts of the Bible that I can’t understand that bother me, it is the parts that I do understand.”

 

It is full of interest. It has noble poetry in it; and some clever fables; and some blood-drenched history; and some good morals; and a wealth of obscenity; and upwards of a thousand lies.

—Satan, in DeVoto, Letters from the
 Earth, 1962, Letter 3

The two Testaments are interesting, each in its own way. The Old one gives us a picture of these people’s Deity as he was before he got religion, the other one gives us a picture of him as he appeared afterward.

—Satan, in DeVoto, Letters from the
 Earth, 1962, Letter 10

The Christian’s Bible is a drug store. Its contents remain the same; but the medical practice changes.

—“Bible Teaching and Religious
 Practice,” essay, 1923

BICYCLING

In the spring of 1884, the bicycle, in its primitive high-wheeler form, was just coming into vogue. Mark Twain was always fascinated with new inventions, and at the age of forty-nine he resolved to learn how to ride the bicycle. He even took lessons with a young German instructor. His efforts were not always successful, but he seemed to have a natural aptitude for dismounting. “Although wholly inexperienced, I dismounted in the best time on record,” he wrote proudly.

His instructor, however, regarded him as a hopeless case, and said, “Mr. Clemens, it’s remarkable—you can fall off the bicycle in more ways than the man that invented it.”

One incident, described in “Taming the Bicycle,” illustrates the hazards of being Mark Twain’s bicycle instructor: “We got up a handsome speed, and
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