


A NOTE ON TEXTS AND SOURCES


  Aside from several clearly identified passages, all texts in this book were written by Mark Twain himself and are rendered here as they originally appeared, complete with his occasionally irregular spellings—such as “Shaksperean” and “Jane Austin—and often eccentric punctuation (see chapter 33). Most selections are extracts from longer texts. Gaps within them are marked with ellipses, and obvious typographical errors are silently corrected. In the interest of clarity, all titles of publications are italicized, regardless of how they are originally rendered.


  Wherever possible, texts have been taken directly from their earliest published sources. Extracts from Twain’s autobiography are identified by the dates of their composition or dictation. All such extracts have been checked in the definitive three-volume Autobiography of Mark Twain (University of California Press, 2010–2015), prepared by the staff of the Mark Twain Project in Berkeley. Passages in that edition can be easily found, as they are chronologically arranged. Many passages can also be found in earlier editions of Twain’s autobiography that are arranged differently but identify the passages’ dates of creation.


  Extracts from Twain’s letters are also identified by dates. All have been checked against texts posted on the website of the Mark Twain Project at Berkeley (https://www.marktwainproject.org/letters/). Some letters can also be found in Albert Bigelow Paine’s two-volume collection, Mark Twain’s Letters (Harper & Bros., 1917). Twain’s speeches can be found in Paine’s Mark Twain’s Speeches (Harper & Bros., 1920 and 1923) and in Paul Fatout’s Mark Twain Speaking (University of Iowa Press, 1976 and 2006).
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  SUNDAY-SCHOOL BOOKS
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  Although Mark Twain is now known to have been an avid reader from an early age, little is known about exactly which books he read as a boy. This passage in his autobiography, however, provides an important clue. Here he recalls a kindly Sunday-school teacher who made books available to his students.
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   In that school they had slender oblong pasteboard blue tickets, each with a verse from the Testament printed on it, and you could get a blue ticket by reciting two verses. By reciting five verses you could get three blue tickets, and you could trade these at the bookcase and borrow a book for a week. I was under Mr. [Joshua] Richmond’s spiritual care every now and then for two or three years, and he was never hard upon me. I always recited the same five verses every Sunday. He was always satisfied with the performance. He never seemed to notice that these were the same five foolish virgins that he had been hearing about every Sunday for months. I always got my tickets and exchanged them for a book. They were pretty dreary books, for there was not a bad boy in the entire bookcase. They were all good boys and good girls and drearily uninteresting, but they were better society than none, and I was glad to have their company and disapprove of it.




  Autobiographical dictation, March 16, 1906
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  Again, exactly which books the young Twain read is unknown, but this reminiscence suggests he may have read at least one book a week during his Sunday-school years under Joshua Richmond. No doubt he read many of the books multiple times, which would have added to both his familiarity with the genre and his disdain for it. He carried his resentment of Sunday-school books into his adulthood. In 1865, when he was nearly thirty years old and still fairly new at writing satirical sketches, he turned his attention to Sunday-school books by writing a burlesque about a boy who violates every pious norm of the genre but never suffers any of the consequences the genre called for. A notable aspect of this story and a companion story he later wrote about a good little boy is their recurrent mentions of Sunday-school books.
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  “STORY OF THE BAD LITTLE BOY WHO DIDN’T COME TO GRIEF”


  Once there was a bad little boy whose name was Jim—though, if you will notice, you will find that bad little boys are nearly always called James in your Sunday-school books. It was strange, but still it was true that this one was called Jim.


  He didn’t have any sick mother either—a sick mother who was pious and had the consumption, and would be glad to lie down in the grave and be at rest but for the strong love she bore her boy, and the anxiety she felt that the world might be harsh and cold towards him when she was gone. Most bad boys in the Sunday-books are named James, and have sick mothers, who teach them to say, “Now, I lay me down,” etc. and sing them to sleep with sweet, plaintive voices, and then kiss them good-night, and kneel down by the bedside and weep. But it was different with this fellow. He was named Jim, and there wasn’t anything the matter with his mother—no consumption, nor anything of that kind. She was rather stout than otherwise, and she was not pious; moreover, she was not anxious on Jim’s account. She said if he were to break his neck it wouldn’t be much loss. She always spanked Jim to sleep, and she never kissed him good-night; on the contrary, she boxed his ears when she was ready to leave him.


  Once this little bad boy stole the key of the pantry, and slipped in there and helped himself to some jam, and filled up the vessel with tar, so that his mother would never know the difference; but all at once a terrible feeling didn’t come over him, and something didn’t seem to whisper to him, “Is it right to disobey my mother? Isn’t it sinful to do this? Where do bad little boys go who gobble up their good kind mother’s jam?” and then he didn’t kneel down all alone and promise never to be wicked any more, and rise up with a light, happy heart, and go and tell his mother all about it, and beg her forgiveness, and be blessed by her with tears of pride and thankfulness in her eyes. No; that is the way with all other bad boys in the books; but it happened otherwise with this Jim, strangely enough. He ate that jam, and said it was bully, in his sinful, vulgar way; and he put in the tar, and said that was bully also, and laughed, and observed “that the old woman would get up and snort” when she found it out; and when she did find it out, he denied knowing anything about it, and she whipped him severely, and he did the crying himself. Everything about this boy was curious—everything turned out differently with him from the way it does to the bad James in the books.


  Once he climbed up in Farmer Acorn’s apple-tree to steal apples, and the limb didn’t break, and he didn’t fall and break his arm, and get torn by the farmer’s great dog, and then languish on a sick bed for weeks, and repent and become good. Oh! no; he stole as many apples as he wanted and came down all right; and he was all ready for the dog too, and knocked him endways with a brick when he came to tear him. It was very strange—nothing like it ever happened in those mild little books with marbled backs, and with pictures in them of men with swallow-tailed coats and bell-crowned hats, and pantaloons that are short in the legs, and women with the waists of their dresses under their arms, and no hoops on. Nothing like it in any of the Sunday-school books.


  Once he stole the teacher’s pen-knife, and, when he was afraid it would be found out and he would get whipped, he slipped it into George Wilson’s cap—poor Widow Wilson’s son, the moral boy, the good little boy of the village, who always obeyed his mother, and never told an untruth, and was fond of his lessons, and infatuated with Sunday-school. And when the knife dropped from the cap, and poor George hung his head and blushed, as if in conscious guilt, and the grieved teacher charged the theft upon him, and was just in the very act of bringing the switch down upon his trembling shoulders, a white-haired improbable justice of the peace did not suddenly appear in their midst, and strike an attitude and say, “Spare this noble boy—there stands the cowering culprit! I was passing the school-door at recess, and unseen myself, I saw the theft committed!” And then Jim didn’t get whaled, and the venerable justice didn’t read the tearful school a homily and take George by the hand and say such a boy deserved to be exalted, and then tell him to come and make his home with him, and sweep out the office, and make fires, and run errands, and chop wood, and study law, and help his wife to do household labors, and have all the balance of the time to play, and get forty cents a month, and be happy. No; it would have happened that way in the books, but it didn’t happen that way to Jim. No meddling old clam of a justice dropped in to make trouble, and so the model boy George got thrashed, and Jim was glad of it because, you know, Jim hated moral boys. Jim said he was “down on them milk-sops.” Such was the coarse language of this bad, neglected boy.


  But the strangest thing that ever happened to Jim was the time he went boating on Sunday, and didn’t get drowned, and that other time that he got caught out in the storm when he was fishing on Sunday, and didn’t get struck by lightning. Why, you might look, and look, all through the Sunday-school books from now till next Christmas, and you would never come across anything like this. Oh no; you would find that all the bad boys who go boating on Sunday invariably get drowned; and all the bad boys who get caught out in storms when they are fishing on Sunday infallibly get struck by lightning. Boats with bad boys in them always upset on Sunday, and it always storms when bad boys go fishing on the Sabbath. How this Jim ever escaped is a mystery to me.


  This Jim bore a charmed life—that must have been the way of it. Nothing could hurt him. He even gave the elephant in the menagerie a plug of tobacco, and the elephant didn’t knock the top of his head off with his trunk. He browsed around the cupboard after essence of peppermint, and didn’t make a mistake and drink aqua fortis. He stole his father’s gun and went hunting on the Sabbath, and didn’t shoot three or four of his fingers off. He struck his little sister on the temple with his fist when he was angry, and she didn’t linger in pain through long summer days, and die with sweet words of forgiveness upon her lips that redoubled the anguish of his breaking heart. No; she got over it. He ran off and went to sea at last, and didn’t come back and find himself sad and alone in the world, his loved ones sleeping in the quiet churchyard, and the vine-embowered home of his boyhood tumbled down and gone to decay. Ah! no; he came home as drunk as a piper, and got into the station-house the first thing.


  And he grew up and married, and raised a large family, and brained them all with an axe one night, and got wealthy by all manner of cheating and rascality; and now he is the infernalist wickedest scoundrel in his native village, and is universally respected, and belongs to the Legislature.


  So you see there never was a bad James in the Sunday-school books that had such a streak of luck as this sinful Jim with the charmed life.


  “Story of the Bad Little Boy,” in Mark Twain’s Sketches New & Old, 1875 (originally published in the Californian, December 23, 1865, as “The Christmas Fireside for Good Little Boys and Girls. By Grandfather Twain. The Story of the Bad Little Boy That Bore a Charmed Life”)


  [image: chpt_fig_006]


  Readers familiar with The Adventures of Tom Sawyer should have no trouble spotting in this story the seeds of Tom himself. Like the story’s Jim, Tom would be considered a “bad boy” by the standards of Sunday-school book, but most of his sinful acts are essentially harmless, and he repeatedly redeems himself through courageous and selfless acts.


  An interesting sidenote about this bad-boy story is that when Twain submitted it to the Atlantic magazine for possible republication, the assistant editor who rejected it was his future close friend W. D. Howells. Howells warned him that his western sketches were too strong for eastern tastes.
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  PLAYING “ROBIN HOOD” BY THE BOOK
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  Arguably Mark Twain’s most famous fictional creation, Tom Sawyer is popularly perceived as a resourceful and inventive character—a natural leader among boys because his rich imagination makes him ever ready to conjure up new adventures and games. In actuality, however, many of his pursuits are imitative, drawing on his reading and making it difficult for him to diverge from going “by the book,” as in this passage from The Adventures of Tom Sawyer in which he and his pal Joe Harper play a Robin Hood game on the hill above St. Petersburg. Twain himself is known to have played similar Robin Hood games as a boy, so it is reasonable to assume he and Tom read similar books.
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   Just here the blast of a toy tin trumpet came faintly down the green aisles of the forest. Tom flung off his jacket and trousers, turned a suspender into a belt, raked away some brush behind the rotten log, disclosing a rude bow and arrow, a lath sword and a tin trumpet and in a moment had seized these things and bounded away, bare-legged, with fluttering shirt. He presently halted under a great elm, blew an answering blast, and then began to tip-toe and look warily out, this way and that. He said cautiously—to an imaginary company:


  “Hold, my merry men! Keep hid till I blow.”
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  Now appeared Joe Harper, as airily clad and elaborately armed as Tom. Tom called:


  “Hold! Who comes here into Sherwood Forest without my pass?”


  “Guy of Guisborne wants no man’s pass. Who are thou that—that—”


  “Dares to hold such language,” said Tom, prompting—for they talked “by the book,” from memory.


  “Who art thou that dares to hold such language?”


  “I, indeed! I am Robin Hood, as thy caitiff carcase soon shall know.”


  “Then art thou indeed that famous outlaw? Right gladly will I dispute with thee the passes of the merry wood. Have at thee!”


  They took their lath swords, dumped their other traps on the ground, struck a fencing attitude, foot to foot, and began a grave, careful combat, “two up and two down.” Presently Tom said:


  “Now if you’ve got the hang, go it lively!”


  So they “went it lively,” panting and perspiring with the work. By and by Tom shouted:


  “Fall! fall! Why don’t you fall?”


  “I shan’t! Why don’t you fall yourself? You’re getting the worst of it.”


  “Why that ain’t anything. I can’t fall; that ain’t the way it is in the book. The book says ‘Then with one back-handed stroke he slew poor Guy of Guisborne.’ You’re to turn around and let me hit you in the back.”


  There was no getting around the authorities, so Joe turned, received the whack, and fell.


  “Now,” said Joe, getting up, “you got to let me kill you. That’s fair.”


  “Why I can’t do that. It ain’t in the book.”


  “Well it’s blamed mean—that’s all.”


  “Well, say, Joe—you can be Friar Tuck, or Much the miller’s son and lam me with a quarter-staff; or I’ll be the Sheriff of Nottingham and you be Robin Hood a little while and kill me.”


  This was satisfactory, and so these adventures were carried out. Then Tom became Robin Hood again, and was allowed by the treacherous nun to bleed his strength away through his neglected wound. And at last Joe, representing a whole tribe of weeping outlaws, dragged him sadly forth, gave his bow into his feeble hands, and Tom said, “Where this arrow falls, there bury poor Robin Hood under the greenwood tree.” Then he shot the arrow and fell back and would have died but he lit on a nettle and sprang up too gaily for a corpse.


  The boys dressed themselves, hid their accoutrements, and went off grieving that there were no outlaws any more, and wondering what modern civilization could claim to have done to compensate for their loss. They said they would rather be outlaws a year in Sherwood Forest than President of the United States forever.


  The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876), Chapter 8
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  Twain’s interest in Robin Hood goes back to his boyhood, when he dreamt of being a member of Robin’s band himself. As Alan Gribben demonstrates in Mark Twain’s Literary Resources, the “book” to which Tom repeatedly alludes in Tom Sawyer was a real juvenile work first published in the United States in 1842—Robin Hood and His Merry Foresters by the English author Joseph Cundall (1818–1895). Some of Tom’s lines are taken directly from Cundall’s book. Twain probably read the book when he was a boy and remembered some of its scenes, but it is also likely he worked with a copy when he was writing Tom Sawyer. In Chapter 26, Tom introduces Robin Hood games to his other pal, Huck Finn, whose own appreciation of going “by the book” becomes apparent in Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.





  3


  READING ON THE RIVER
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  It is impossible fully to appreciate Mark Twain as a writer without considering the years he spent piloting steamboats on the Mississippi. Chapter 4 of Life on the Mississippi opens with this prophetic statement: “When I was a boy, there was but one permanent ambition among my comrades. ... That was, to be a steamboatman. We had transient ambitions of other sorts ... but the ambition to be a steamboatman always remained.” In 1857, he achieved that ambition when he became an apprentice steamboat pilot. Then his literary education began.
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    During the two or two and a half years of my apprenticeship, I served under many pilots, and had experience of many kinds of steamboatmen and many varieties of steamboats; for it was not always convenient for Mr. [Horace] Bixby to have me with him, and in such cases he sent me with somebody else. I am to this day profiting somewhat by that experience; for in that brief, sharp schooling, I got personally and familiarly acquainted with about all the different types of human nature that are to be found in fiction, biography, or history. The fact is daily borne in upon me, that the average shore-employment requires as much as forty years to equip a man with this sort of an education. When I say I am still profiting by this thing, I do not mean that it has constituted me a judge of men—no, it has not done that; for judges of men are born, not made. My profit is various in kind and degree; but the feature of it which I value most is the zest which that early experience has given to my later reading. When I find a well-drawn character in fiction or biography, I generally take a warm personal interest in him, for the reason that I have known him before—met him on the river.


  Life on the Mississippi (1883), Chapter 18
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  One of the other mentors under whom the young Twain served was a pilot named George Ealer, an unusually literate man who added a new dimension to Twain’s education.
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  . . . my pilot-master, Bixby, transferred me from his own steamboat to the Pennsylvania, and placed me under the orders and instructions of George Ealer—dead now, these many, many years. I steered for him a good many months—as was the humble duty of the pilot-apprentice: stood a daylight watch and spun the wheel under the severe superintendence and correction of the master. He was a prime chess-player and an idolater of Shakespeare. He would play chess with anybody; even with me, and it cost his official dignity something to do that. Also—quite uninvited—he would read Shakespeare to me; not just casually, but by the hour, when it was his watch and I was steering. He read well, but not profitably for me, because he constantly injected commands into the text. That broke it all up, mixed it all up, tangled it all up—to that degree, in fact, that if we were in a risky and difficult piece of river an ignorant person couldn’t have told, sometimes, which observations were Shakespeare’s and which were Ealer’s. For instance:


  [Editor’s note: The passage below is a speech by Macbeth in act 3, scene 4 of William Shakespeare’s play Macbeth. The words of the play are boldfaced to set them off from Ealer’s “interlardings,” which are rendered in small caps.]


  What man dare, I dare!
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  On-the-job learning


  Approach thou WHAT ARE YOU LAYING IN THE LEADS FOR? WHAT A HELL OF AN IDEA! like the rugged EASE HER OFF A LITTLE, EASE HER OFF! rugged Russian bear, the armed rhinoceros or the THERE SHE GOES! MEET HER, MEET HER! DIDN’T YOU KNOW SHE’D SMELL THE REEF IF YOU CROWDED IN LIKE THAT? Hyrcan tiger; take any shape but that and my firm nerves SHE’LL BE IN THE WOODS THE FIRST YOU KNOW! STOP THE STARBOARD! COME AHEAD STRONG ON THE LARBOARD! BACK THE STARBOARD! . . . NOW THEN, YOU’RE ALL RIGHT; COME AHEAD ON THE STARBOARD; STRAIGHTEN UP AND GO ’LONG, never tremble: or be alive again, and dare me to the desert DAMNATION CAN’T YOU KEEP AWAY FROM THAT GREASY WATER? PULL HER DOWN! SNATCH HER! SNATCH HER BALDHEADED! with thy sword; if trembling I inhabit then, LAY IN THE LEADS!—NO, ONLY WITH THE STARBOARD ONE, LEAVE THE OTHER ALONE, protest me the baby of a girl. Hence horrible shadow! EIGHT BELLS—THAT WATCHMAN’S ASLEEP AGAIN, I RECKON, GO DOWN AND CALL BROWN YOURSELF, unreal mockery, hence!


  He certainly was a good reader, and splendidly thrilling and stormy and tragic, but it was a damage to me, because I have never since been able to read Shakespeare in a calm and sane way. I cannot rid it of his explosive interlardings, they break in everywhere with their irrelevant, “What in hell are you up to now! pull her down! more! more!—there now, steady as you go,” and the other disorganizing interruptions that were always leaping from his mouth. When I read Shakespeare now I can hear them as plainly as I did in that long-departed time—fifty-one years ago. I never regarded Ealer’s readings as educational. Indeed, they were a detriment to me.


  His contributions to the text seldom improved it, but barring that detail he was a good reader; I can say that much for him. He did not use the book, and did not need to; he knew his Shakespeare as well as Euclid ever knew his multiplication table. . . .


  Is Shakespeare Dead? (1909), Chapter 1


  [image: chpt_fig_016]


  From there Twain goes on to recount how he and Ealer “discussed” and “disputed” a recently published theory that Francis Bacon was responsible for all the plays attributed to William Shakespeare, not Shakespeare himself. Twain initially agreed with Ealer’s vehement rejection of the theory but eventually came to support it and made it the subject of Is Shakespeare Dead?, a book he wrote during the last year of his life.
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  GIFT BOOK PERILS
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  While dictating his autobiography in 1906, Mark Twain drew on a passage from his daughter Susy’s biography of him mentioning German-language books. That passage made him think of a book-related incident that had occurred more than three decades earlier, when he happened to run into his friend John Hay (1832–1905), the future diplomat and statesman.
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  Dear me, the power of association to snatch mouldy dead memories out of their graves and make them walk! That remark about buying foreign books throws a sudden white glare upon the distant past; and I see the long stretch of a New York street with an unearthly vividness, and John Hay walking down it, grave and remorseful. I was walking down it too, that morning, and I overtook Hay and asked him what the trouble was. He turned a lustreless eye upon me and said:


  “My case is beyond cure. In the most innocent way in the world I have committed a crime which will never be forgiven by the sufferers, for they will never believe—oh, well, no, I was going to say they would never believe that I did the thing innocently. The truth is they will know that I acted innocently, because they are rational people; but what of that? I never can look them in the face again—nor they me, perhaps.”


  Hay was a young bachelor, and at that time was on the Tribune staff. He explained his trouble in these words, substantially:


  “When I was passing along here yesterday morning on my way downtown to the office, I stepped into a bookstore where I am acquainted, and asked if they had anything new from the other side. They handed me a French novel, in the usual yellow paper cover, and I carried it away. I didn’t even look at the title of it. It was for recreation-reading, and I was on my way to my work. I went mooning and dreaming along, and I think I hadn’t gone more than fifty yards when I heard my name called. I stopped, and a private carriage drew up at the sidewalk and I shook hands with the inmates—mother and young daughter, excellent people. They were on their way to the steamer to sail for Paris. The mother said,


  “‘I saw that book in your hand and I judged by the look of it that it was a French novel. Is it?”


  “I said it was.


  “She said, ‘Do let me have it, so that my daughter can practice her French on it on the way over.’


  “Of course I handed her the book, and we parted. Ten minutes ago I was passing that bookstore again, and some devil’s inspiration reminded me of yesterday and I stepped in and fetched away another copy of that book. Here it is. Read the first page of it. That is enough. You will know what the rest is like. I think it must be the foulest book in the French language—one of the foulest, anyway. I would be ashamed to offer it to a harlot—but, oh dear, I gave it to that sweet young girl without shame. Take my advice; don’t give away a book until you have examined it.”


  Autobiographical dictation, March 7, 1906
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  Whether this incident actually occurred may never be known. Hay died almost a year before Twain recorded the story, so he wasn’t around to confirm or deny it. If Twain didn’t invent the story, it’s possible he embellished something Hay told him in order to get in a dig at the French, whom he once described as “the nation of the filthy-minded.” In any case, Hay’s suggestion on giving away books is a good one.
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  REVISITING OLD FAVORITES
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  While Mark Twain’s reading was broad, he had a penchant for rereading his favorite books—some titles as frequently as every year. This extract from a letter he wrote to his friend W. D. Howells in 1887 makes some poignant points about how books—including the Bible—change when one revisits them.
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    How stunning are the changes which age makes in a man while he sleeps. When I finished [Thomas] Carlyle’s French Revolution in 1871, I was a Girondin; every time I have read it since, I have read it differently–being influenced and changed, little by little, by life & environment (& [Hippolyte] Taine, & St. Simon): & now I lay the book down once more, & recognize that I am a Sansculotte!–And not a pale, characterless Sansculotte, but a Marat. Carlyle teaches no such gospel: so the change is in me—in my vision of the evidences.


  People pretend that the Bible means the same to them at 50 that it did at all former milestones in their journey. I wonder how they can lie so. It comes of practice, no doubt. They would not say that of [Charles] Dickens’s or [Walter] Scott’s books. Nothing remains the same. When a man goes back to look at the house of his childhood, it has always shrunk: there is no instance of such a house being as big as the picture in memory & imagination call for. Shrunk how? Why, to its correct dimensions: the house hasn’t altered; this is the first time it has been in focus.
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  Thomas Carlyle, author of The French Revolution

  

  Well, that’s loss. To have house & Bible shrink so, under the disillusioning corrected angle, is loss—for a moment. But there are compensations. You tilt the tube skyward & bring planets & comets & corona flames a hundred & fifty thousand miles high into the field. Which I see you have done, & found [Leo] Tolstoi. I haven’t got him in focus yet, but I’ve got [Robert] Browning . . .




  Letter to W. D. Howells, August 22, 1887
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 Fifteen years after writing this letter, Twain paid his last visit to his boyhood home in Hannibal, Missouri. Surprised by the house’s size, he remarked, “It all seems so small to me . . . a boy’s home is a big place to him. I suppose if I should come back again ten years from now it would be the size of a bird-house.”


  Meanwhile, he continued to reread his favorite books. The following chapter from Albert Bigelow Paine’s biography of him is an informal survey of Twain’s reading habits—interspersed with poignant comments by Twain himself. It focuses on the last years of his life, when he tended to prefer revisiting old favorites. Through those years, Paine was intimately acquainted with Twain’s home, his library, and his day-to-day habits, and after Twain died in 1910, Paine became his literary executor and had full access to his private papers—all of which gave him unique insights into Twain’s reading.
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    Perhaps here one may speak of Mark Twain’s reading in general. On the table by him, and on his bed, and in the billiard-room shelves he kept the books he read most. They were not many—not more than a dozen–but they were manifestly of familiar and frequent usage. All, or nearly all, had annotations—spontaneously uttered marginal notes, title prefatories, or concluding comments. They were the books he had read again and again, and it was seldom that he had not had something to say with each fresh reading.


  There were the three big [memoir] volumes by [the duke of] Saint-Simon—the Memoirs—which he once told me he had read no less than twenty times. On the flyleaf of the first volume he wrote:


 
    This, & [Giacomo] Casanova & [Samuel] Pepys, set in parallel columns, could afford a good coup d’oeil of French & English high life of that epoch.




  All through those finely printed volumes are his commentaries, sometimes no more than a word, sometimes a filled, closely written margin. He found little to admire in the human nature of Saint-Simon’s period—little to approve in Saint-Simon himself beyond his unrestrained frankness, which he admired without stint, and in one paragraph where the details of that early period are set down with startling fidelity he wrote: “Oh, incomparable Saint-Simon!”
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  Saint-Simon is always frank, and Mark Twain was equally so. Where the former tells one of the unspeakable compulsions of Louis XIV, the latter has commented:


 
    We have to grant that God made this royal hog; we may also be permitted to believe that it was a crime to do so. . . .




  His comments on the orthodox religion of Saint-Simon’s period are not marked by gentleness. Of the author’s reference to the Edict of Nantes [1598], which he says depopulated half of the realm, ruined its commerce, and “authorized torments and punishments by which so many innocent people of both sexes were killed by thousands,” Clemens writes:


 
    So much blood has been shed by the Church because of an omission from the Gospel: “Ye shall be indifferent as to what your neighbor’s religion is.” Not merely tolerant of it, but indifferent to it. Divinity is claimed for many religions; but no religion is great enough or divine enough to add that new law to its code.




  In the place where Saint-Simon describes the death of Monseigneur, son of the king, and the court hypocrites are wailing, their extravagantly pretended sorrow, Clemens wrote:



   It is all so true, all so human. God made these animals. He must have noticed this scene; I wish I knew how it struck Him.




  There were not many notes in the Suetonius [The Lives of the Twelve Caesars, 2nd century CE], nor in the Carlyle [The French] Revolution [1838], though these were among the volumes he read oftenest. Perhaps they expressed for him too completely and too richly their subject-matter to require anything at his hand. Here and there are marked passages and occasional cross-references to related history and circumstance.


  There was not much room for comment on the narrow margins of the old copy of Pepys, which he had read steadily since the early seventies; only here and there a few crisp words, but the underscoring and marked passages are plentiful enough to convey his devotion to that quaint record which, perhaps next to Suetonius, was the book he read and quoted most.


  Francis Parkman’s Canadian Histories he had read periodically, especially the story of the Old Régime [1874] and of the Jesuits in North America [1867]. As late as January, 1908, he wrote on the title-page of the Old Régime:


  
     
  THE RIGHT TIME TO READ A BOOK


  In 1891, Mark Twain jotted this observation about reading in his journal.


  To see all that is good in a book, a person has got to read it just in the right time of his life—a year earlier or a year later would make a difference, ten years would make a really prodigious difference. I mean, with most books. There are great masterpieces to which the remark does not apply—perhaps.


  Unpublished notebook 31, quoted in Alan Gribben, Mark Twain’s Literary Resources, vol. 1 (2019), p. 38


  

  
  
     Very interesting. It tells how people religiously and otherwise insane came over from France and colonized Canada.




  He was not always complimentary to those who undertook to Christianize the Indians; but he did not fail to write his admiration of their courage—their very willingness to endure privation and even the fiendish savage tortures for the sake of their faith. “What manner of men are these?” he wrote, apropos of the account of Breassani, who had undergone the most devilish inflictions which savage ingenuity could devise, and yet returned maimed and disfigured the following spring to “dare again the knives and fiery brand of the Iroquois.” Clemens was likely to be on the side of the Indians, but hardly in their barbarism. In one place he wrote:


  
     
  A SOUTHERN FAMILY’S LIBRARY


  During Huck Finn’s brief stay in the Grangerford home in Huckleberry Finn, he evidently does some serious reading, as this extract from his description of the family parlor room shows. (Huck’s mention of Henry Clay’s speeches is, incidentally, a strong clue that the Grangerford home is in Kentucky.)


  On a table in the middle of the room was a kind of lovely crockery basket that had apples and oranges and peaches and grapes piled up in it which was much redder and yellower and prettier than real ones is, but they warn’t real because you could see where pieces had got chipped off and showed the white chalk or whatever it was, underneath.


  This table had a cover made out of beautiful oil-cloth, with a red and blue spread-eagle painted on it, and a painted border all around. It come all the way from Philadelphia, they said. There was some books too, piled up perfectly exact, on each corner of the table. One was a big family Bible, full
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