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    The West is a proving ground where jokes and dreams stake the same claim. In Roughing It, Mark Twain channels the volatility of a continent in motion into a narrative that is equal parts adventure and interrogation of myth. He writes from the edge of the United States in the 1860s, when a nation at war with itself was also stretching outward into deserts, mountains, and ocean routes. The book’s comedy never floats free of its facts; instead, it measures how exaggeration becomes a survival tool and a national habit. This tension—between the tale and the truth—propels the book’s energy and frames its enduring fascination.

Mark Twain, the pen name of Samuel Langhorne Clemens, first published Roughing It in 1872. The work followed the success of The Innocents Abroad and drew on experiences from the early to mid-1860s. During those years, Twain traveled west from the Mississippi Valley to the Nevada Territory, continued to California, and reported from the Hawaiian Islands. He was not yet the household name he would become, and this book helped consolidate a public voice that blended journalism with the exuberance of frontier storytelling. Its timing connected readers still processing national upheavals with a fresh, irreverent account of expansion and experiment.

At its core, Roughing It presents a young writer’s passage into the raw arenas of the American West and the Pacific. The narrator leaves familiar ground, travels by stage across plains and mountains, and encounters the mining boom, burgeoning towns, and the improvisational culture of a territory in formation. Opportunities and setbacks alternate quickly, and the book accepts contingency as both subject and method. Without requiring prior knowledge of regional history, it introduces the reader to landscapes, trades, and tempers that defined a formative decade. The premise is simple: go west, see what happens, and make sense of it with wit, nerve, and observation.

The book holds classic status because it captures an American idiom at the moment of its confident expansion. Twain’s prose is supple and unmannered, and his comic timing converts ordinary mishap into revelation. He refines earlier frontier humor and vernacular sketches into a sustained narrative that can report a scene, frame a character, and test a belief in a few swift strokes. Readers encounter a mind learning how to watch, to undercut imposture, and to appreciate competence wherever it appears. The result is literature that feels both spontaneous and exacting, a performance that rewards close attention without sacrificing momentum.

Roughing It also endures for the way it helped shape Twain’s later achievements. The book defines the persona—curious, skeptical, audacious—that animates his subsequent fiction and essays. It displays the steadying of craft between his early journalism and the novels that followed. By mastering the long arc of an episodic journey, Twain proved he could sustain character and theme beyond the magazine sketch. In doing so, he furthered an American narrative tradition less beholden to European models and more attuned to the cadences of everyday speech, the comedy of miscalculation, and the ethics of testing claims against experience.

Formally, the book is adventurous. It mixes travel writing, memoir, reportage, and tall tale without apology, moving from descriptive set piece to anecdote, from mock-sober analysis to slapstick. The narrator admits the joys of hyperbole while keeping an eye on evidence and consequence. This interplay between fact and flourish generates a distinctive texture: scenes feel seen, yet the telling acknowledges how memory, rumor, and bravado color perception. The effect is a tutorial in reading the West itself, where ledger books stood beside campfire yarns, and where newspapers, correspondence, and talk collectively manufactured reputation and reality.

Historically, the narrative unfolds amid the convulsions and opportunities of the 1860s. As the United States fought the Civil War, the Nevada Territory surged under the pressure of the silver boom, and new transportation lines stitched distant districts into tentative communities. Stagecoach travel, territorial government, mining speculation, and a volatile press culture form the book’s backdrop. Twain’s later reporting from the Hawaiian Islands adds a Pacific dimension that widens the horizon beyond continental concerns. These settings are presented not as museum pieces but as living systems, animated by risk, improvisation, and the constant negotiation between isolation and connection.

Twain’s craft makes these worlds immediate. He favors an observational camera that can pull back for a landscape and then snap to a narrow human detail. He is a master of the well-placed understatement and the precise overstatement, both deployed to expose pretension or clarify stakes. His self-mocking stance earns trust, even as it entertains. Meanwhile, his ear for dialect and his eye for the telling gesture supply authenticity without pedantry. The result is a voice that can host absurdity and sobriety in the same paragraph, revealing how comedy can be a serious instrument of inquiry.

Thematically, Roughing It tracks self-invention under pressure. The book considers luck and labor, boasting and competence, and the speed with which fortunes and reputations can change. It explores the magnetism of rumor, the hazards of speculation, and the creative bustle of communities that must build rules as they go. Underlying these episodes is a meditation on truth-telling: how the alluring story and the accurate report jostle for space in public life. Twain does not resolve the tension; he dramatizes it, showing how the urge to embroider can both energize and mislead a culture hungry for wonders.

The book’s influence reaches beyond frontier scenes. Its confident fusion of reportage and comic narrative helped naturalize a mode of American nonfiction that is both entertaining and evaluative. Later travel writing, memoir, and place-based journalism frequently adopt a similar stance: skeptical, participatory, and aware that the teller is part of the tale. Roughing It demonstrated that a popular audience would follow extended journeys if the guide observed keenly and wrote with brio. It also affirmed that American settings could sustain high literary attention without the borrowed prestige of classical subjects or European itineraries.

Reading Roughing It today offers two forms of pleasure. First is the kinetic joy of the storytelling, which remains fresh in its phrasing and alert to the theater of ordinary life. Second is the historical aperture it opens: a view of how regions, industries, and media coalesced in a turbulent decade. Some descriptions and attitudes reflect their time and place, and modern readers can weigh them with a critical awareness that deepens rather than diminishes appreciation. The book welcomes that scrutiny; indeed, it models how to look closely, laugh freely, and still ask what a scene reveals about power, appetite, and belief.

By unmasking the mechanics of myth while celebrating human resourcefulness, Roughing It speaks directly to our present. We, too, inhabit an economy of spectacle, rapid mobility, and shifting frontiers—digital as much as geographic—where stories travel faster than verification. Twain’s account shows how humor can test claims, how curiosity can pierce cant, and how resilience thrives amid uncertainty. Its landscapes may be nineteenth-century deserts and harbors, but its questions—what to trust, whom to become, how to balance hope with evidence—remain current. That is why the book endures: it is a lively companion and a clear-eyed guide to the ongoing American experiment.
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    Published in 1872, Roughing It is Mark Twain’s semi‑autobiographical chronicle of travels and work in the American West during the early 1860s. Framed as a sequel in spirit to his earlier travel writing, it follows the young author as he accompanies his brother Orion, newly appointed secretary of the Nevada Territory. The narrative blends reportage, anecdote, and satire to depict the unsettled social order, fluctuating fortunes, and improvised institutions of boomtown America. Without adopting a single thesis, it surveys how ambition, rumor, and resourcefulness shape daily life, while tracing the formation of Twain’s literary voice amid the pressures and spectacles of a region in rapid transition.

The journey begins with an overland stagecoach crossing from the Midwest toward the interior West, presenting long stretches of prairie, mountain, and desert. Twain records the routines of mail stations, the endurance demanded by rough roads and weather, and the shared discomforts that force strangers into uneasy camaraderie. He observes drivers, scouts, and messengers whose stories animate a landscape already becoming legend. The route brings encounters with emigrant trains and military detachments, as well as glimpses of the communication network that had recently tied the continent together. By the time he reaches Salt Lake City, the West is both a physical ordeal and a theater of stories.

A pause in Salt Lake City offers a study of a distinctive community set amid austere geography. Twain notices the city’s ordered layout, the role of religious authority, and the adjustments required by arid conditions. Soon after, the coach pushes across alkali flats toward the nascent capital of the Nevada Territory. Arriving in Carson City, he portrays Orion’s office and the lean mechanics of territorial administration, where rules were clear but resources meager. The town’s streets, boardinghouses, and gambling rooms reveal a society improvising itself at speed, while the neighboring hills promise riches that draw in newcomers and unsettle any stable routine.

Side excursions fix the reader’s eye on lakes and timbered slopes that beckon prospectors and speculators alike. A venture to Lake Tahoe, undertaken with practical hopes, becomes a lesson in how beauty, ambition, and risk intertwine. The narrative then turns to the magnetic pull of silver—especially the famous lodes that set the region ablaze with claims and counterclaims. Twain tracks the mechanics of speculation from assay offices to stock boards, where partial information fuels sudden reversals. Personal efforts at prospecting expose the gap between rumor and ore, as hard labor meets geological uncertainty and optimism repeatedly collides with expense.

The pursuit of mineral wealth leads to stints in distant camps, where tents, rough cabins, and makeshift businesses sprout and vanish with each rumor of a strike. Twain details the logistics of food, tools, and water in places where supply chains are fragile and tempers shorter still. Order is maintained through a patchwork of formal proceedings and communal pressure, with disputes often settled quickly to keep work moving. The camps display companionship and opportunism in equal measure. As claims disappoint and expenses mount, the narrative emphasizes the West’s revolving door of fortune, in which arrival, investment, and departure may follow in dizzying succession.

A turning point arrives with Twain’s move to journalism in Virginia City, where the Territorial Enterprise offers steadier pay and a new kind of risk. The newsroom becomes a staging ground for satire, local reportage, and brisk commentary on politics and mining. He recounts a community saturated with rumor, where newspapers shape reputations and provoke public quarrels. The pressures of libel laws, the presence of armed honor codes, and the appetite for sensation force a reporter to balance daring with care. Through deadlines, practical jokes, and crowded saloons, Twain refines an idiom that can carry both mockery and precise observation.

When the tempo of Virginia City life grows untenable, Twain relocates to California, taking work across newspapers and finding a broader stage in San Francisco. There he expands his range from city courts to waterfront scenes, before securing a commission to report from the Sandwich Islands. That assignment transports the narrative across the Pacific, where volcanic landscapes, coastal towns, and island agriculture offer new subjects. The letters home bolster his reputation and show how close observation, tempered by a learning traveler’s humility, can translate distant places to readers who crave novelty but need grounding detail to make sense of it.

Returning to the mainland, Twain tests a different career path on the lecture platform, turning travel notes into public entertainment. The book tracks how he adapts his material for audiences, discovering timing, selection, and restraint as essential tools. The tour also prompts retrospective judgment on earlier chapters: the allure of sudden wealth, the cost of credulity, and the advantages of steady craft. Throughout, the narrative keeps faith with its episodic form, inviting readers to weigh how each experiment—prospecting, reporting, traveling, performing—reveals a pragmatic way to navigate a region where certainty is rare.

Roughing It endures as a panorama of the American West at the crest of its mineral booms, attentive to transportation, communications, and the swiftly assembled towns that arose in their wake. Without delivering a single moral or covert twist, it shows how exaggeration, risk, and resilience thrived together and how a writer learned to convert contingency into art. The book’s lasting significance lies in its balanced tone: comic yet documentary, skeptical yet curious. It preserves the texture of an age while suggesting that adaptability, clear eyes, and a resilient sense of proportion are the surest tools for uncertain times.
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    Roughing It unfolds within the early 1860s American West, when Nevada, Utah, and California formed a loosely knit frontier orbiting San Francisco’s financial and cultural center. The dominant institutions were territorial governments appointed by Washington, miners’ district courts that codified local customs, stage lines carrying mail and passengers, and a raucous frontier press. The region was integrated—imperfectly—by the telegraph, military forts, and federal law, yet daily life relied on improvisation and informal authority. Mark Twain’s narrative moves through these settings, depicting a society balancing between ad hoc community rules and expanding federal presence, with commerce, speculation, and humor binding the disparate locales together.

The immediate historical backdrop was the post–Gold Rush West, reshaped after 1848 by migration into California and then into the interior. The 1859 discovery of the Comstock Lode in western Nevada ignited a silver boom that reorganized labor, capital, and settlement across the Great Basin. In March 1861 the U.S. created Nevada Territory to formalize governance over fast-growing mining camps. Twain’s travels capture the transition from scattered diggings to corporate mining, from trails to roads, and from oral rumor to telegraphed news—traces of a society growing more structured yet retaining the volatility of recent discovery and rapid population influx.

The Civil War framed the period without dominating local events. While battles raged east of the Rockies (1861–1865), the Far West stayed in the Union orbit through federal appointments, forts, and communications. Nevada’s admission as a state in 1864 had distinct political utility for the Lincoln administration, adding loyal votes in Congress and the Electoral College. Twain’s brother, Orion Clemens, held a federal territorial office, illustrating Washington’s reach into western affairs. Roughing It repeatedly reflects this dual consciousness: a frontier seemingly far from the war’s battlefields yet bound to Union politics, finance, and law through telegraph lines and federal authority.

Overland travel defined mobility before the transcontinental railroad. Stage lines on the central route via Salt Lake City moved passengers, gold, and mail across plains and deserts under demanding conditions. The Pony Express (1860–1861) briefly symbolized speed and daring, but it ended once a transcontinental telegraph connection was completed in October 1861, drastically changing news transmission. Twain’s stagecoach journey occurred during this transitional moment, when long-distance travel remained arduous but information began moving instantaneously. Roughing It’s descriptions of cramped coaches, relay stations, and hazards mirror the logistics, risks, and rhythms of a system that sustained western economy and governance.

Law and order in Nevada Territory combined federal courts, local sheriffs, and extra-legal practices. U.S. Army posts, such as Fort Churchill (established 1860), guarded strategic corridors and tried to stabilize conflict-prone areas. Miners’ meetings drafted claim rules, while juries might be irregular and verdicts swift. Vigilantism, common in earlier California crises, remained a template for communities under strain. Dueling, though illegal in California, lingered as a cultural threat within a combative press environment. Roughing It records the atmosphere of precarious authority, showing reliance on personal reputation, communal assemblies, and threat of summary justice where formal institutions were thinly spread.

Comstock mining accelerated technological and organizational change. Early surface diggings soon gave way to deep quartz mining, stamp mills, and complex underground works. A crucial innovation—square-set timbering, introduced by engineer Philipp Deidesheimer in 1860—allowed large stopes to be kept open safely, enabling unprecedented extraction. Mines battled heat, poor ventilation, and water inflow; grand engineering proposals sought solutions, including long drainage tunnels later realized in the 1870s. Twain’s portrayal of shafts, mills, and mishaps reflects a laborious, capital-intensive enterprise in formation, when technical ingenuity and hazard were daily companions to ambition.

Speculation formed the era’s financial pulse. San Francisco emerged as the stockboard for Comstock shares, and the 1860s saw waves of promotion, rumor, and manipulation surrounding mines whose geology was imperfectly understood. Fortunes rose and fell with “strikes,” assays, and insider tips; paper wealth routinely outran ore production. Roughing It satirizes this mania: credulous investors, “wildcat” claims, and sudden reversals. Twain wrote before the famous “Big Bonanza” of 1873, yet his narrative captures earlier cycles of excitement and panic that trained a generation of western investors—and readers—to be wary of breathless promises and the moral hazards of asymmetrical information.

Labor on the Comstock and in adjacent camps was cosmopolitan and mobile. Irish and Cornish miners brought hard-rock expertise; German, Eastern, and Scandinavian migrants joined wagoners, millmen, cooks, and clerks. Chinese workers were visible across California and, increasingly, in Nevada service trades; prejudice and barriers to certain mining jobs constrained opportunities. Wages could be high, but injuries were common and living costs steep. Women were comparatively few in early camps, and many businesses catered to male, transient populations. Roughing It’s character sketches mirror these realities, assembling a mosaic of itinerant workers, specialists, and entrepreneurs who chased opportunity while managing persistent risk.

The environment both enabled and limited the boom. The Great Basin’s aridity dictated settlement along streams and springs; alkali flats and long dry stretches made transport grueling. The Comstock’s demand for timbers and fuel stripped hillsides, especially as logging extended into the Tahoe basin, where flumes and wagon roads moved lumber toward the lode. Water scarcity complicated milling, prompting reservoirs and water companies. Twain’s landscape descriptions—dust, sagebrush, sudden snow, and dazzling mountain light—register the ecological constraints and the extraction-driven reshaping of forests and watersheds that accompanied intensive mining and rapid urbanization.

Frontier journalism gave Twain his craft. Virginia City’s Territorial Enterprise exemplified a vigorous press that mixed reportage, satire, and hoax with civic boosterism and fierce rivalries. Twain first used the pen name “Mark Twain” in 1863 while writing for that paper. Episodes such as his “Petrified Man” hoax (1862) show how playful deception and sensationalism circulated in mining communities hungry for entertainment and gossip. Libel threats, challenges to honor, and legal perils shadowed journalists. Roughing It distills this culture, acknowledging how the press shaped reputations, stoked speculation, and created the shared stories by which communities understood themselves.

Crime and its legends traveled alongside commerce. Stage robberies and theft occurred on sparsely policed routes, and tales of notorious figures circulated quickly through saloons and newspapers. Vigilante actions, made famous by earlier California committees, remained a ready—if legally dubious—response to perceived impunity. Roughing It reproduces popular narratives of outlaws and swift justice, sometimes secondhand, illustrating how hearsay, exaggeration, and performance blended into a western mythology. Twain’s method foregrounds the mechanics of legend-making: he records how communities broadcast, embroider, and consume stories, revealing a social need for moral theater amid limited institutional capacity.

Indigenous nations—including Northern Paiute, Western Shoshone, and others—lived across the Great Basin long before miners arrived. Pressures from migration and resource competition spurred violence, notably the Pyramid Lake War in 1860 and broader conflicts often grouped as the Snake War (approximately 1864–1868). Federal forts and treaties sought to impose order, frequently to the detriment of Native sovereignty and subsistence. Roughing It reflects the settler vantage, portraying tense encounters along the Overland route and reproducing biases of its time. The historical record underscores that Indigenous displacement, militarization, and unequal negotiations were structural features of the boom-era West Twain observed.

Twain’s route passed through Utah Territory, where the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints shaped society and law. After the 1857–1858 Utah War, federal–Mormon relations remained strained, especially over plural marriage. Congress enacted the Morrill Anti-Bigamy Act in 1862, but enforcement was limited during the Civil War years. Brigham Young remained the church’s president and a central civic figure. Salt Lake City’s grid, irrigation works, and communal institutions impressed travelers. Roughing It satirizes polygamy and authority structures while registering a distinct, tightly organized community that complicated simple frontier stereotypes about social order and dissent.

San Francisco functioned as the West’s metropolis, aggregating capital, culture, and courts. The city’s mid-century vigilance committees (1851, 1856) left a powerful legacy of citizen-enforced order and political reform that shaped civic expectations. By the 1860s, theaters, restaurants, and a competitive press thrived alongside gambling halls and boardinghouses. Comstock money coursed through Montgomery Street banks and brokers, while writers traded in exaggerated prospectuses and equally flamboyant prose. Twain’s stint among editors and lecturers in California illustrates how the urban West synthesized frontier audacity with metropolitan sophistication, turning resource frontiers into spectacles, commodities, and serialized news.

Roughing It also reaches the Pacific, reflecting San Francisco’s maritime connections. In 1866 Twain sailed to the Hawaiian Kingdom—then under King Kamehameha V—on a Pacific Mail steamship as a newspaper correspondent. Whaling’s decline and the rise of sugar cultivation were reshaping island economies, as were the enduring influences of American and European missionaries and merchants. Twain’s letters home, later parlayed into lectures, positioned Hawai‘i within a western American mental map oriented to trade, travel, and print. His observations register both curiosity and the era’s cultural assumptions, linking Pacific mobility to the same communications and publicity networks driving mining speculation.

Technological change knotted the region to the nation. The transcontinental telegraph (completed 1861) ended the Pony Express and revolutionized markets and journalism, giving western readers nearly real-time access to eastern politics and finance. Photography and illustrated weeklies amplified distant events. The transcontinental railroad, completed in 1869, postdated Twain’s stagecoach journey yet hovered over the book’s 1872 publication, inviting readers to compare an older, perilous overland world with new speed and certainty. Roughing It catches the moment before rail supremacy, when personal endurance and local improvisation still mediated movement, news, and profit across vast and difficult spaces.

Twain wrote against a political-economic landscape in which federal land and mining policies formalized practices first created by miners. The General Mining Act of 1866 recognized lode claims on public domain lands, codifying customary district rules; later legislation in 1872 broadened the framework. These statutes reflected the priority given to private extraction and settlement over Indigenous claims or conservation. Roughing It presents miners’ meetings, claim-jumping anxieties, and the pragmatics of “notice and possession,” showing how legality emerged from on-the-ground custom before Washington ratified it. The book therefore documents the negotiation between informal norms and evolving national law in resource frontiers, highlighting both ingenuity and inequity.





Author Biography




Table of Contents




    Introduction
Samuel Langhorne Clemens, known to the world as Mark Twain, was born in 1835 in Missouri and died in 1910 in Connecticut. He became one of the most recognizable American writers, celebrated for novels that fused humor, social critique, and a vivid sense of place. His signature works include The Adventures of Tom Sawyer and Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, alongside travel books such as The Innocents Abroad and Life on the Mississippi. Twain’s voice—colloquial, ironic, and keenly observant—reshaped the possibilities of American prose, bringing regional speech and frontier experience into national literature and helping define a distinctly American storytelling tradition.
Twain’s life ranged from the Mississippi River towns of his youth to booming Western mining camps, bustling Eastern publishing houses, and international lecture halls. He adopted his pen name from riverboat terminology, signaling the two-fathom safety mark that embodied his early vocation as a steamboat pilot. Across journalism, fiction, memoir, and essays, he examined illusions of progress, the burdens of history, and the contradictions of American democracy. His global fame rested not only on memorable characters but also on his shrewd public persona, energetic touring, and a tireless productivity that kept pace with the changing technologies and audiences of the 19th century.
Education and Literary Influences
Twain’s formal schooling ended in his early teens, but his education continued in printing offices, newsrooms, and libraries. Apprenticed as a printer and later a typesetter, he absorbed the rhythms of newspaper prose and the mechanics of publishing. He read widely while setting type, a practical education that honed his ear for language and sharpened his instinct for satire. The skills of headline compression, anecdote, and punchline carried forward into his mature work. He learned to craft narratives that could command attention in crowded public forums—first on broadsheets and lecture platforms, later in books consumed across the United States and abroad.
Equally formative were the oral storytelling traditions of the American West and South, with their tall tales, frontier exaggeration, and wry moral twists. His years along the Mississippi furnished observation of river life, commerce, and American mobility that later informed Life on the Mississippi and the settings of his best-known novels. The boomtowns, mining camps, and courts of the Nevada Territory and California exposed him to colorful speakers and hard-edged humor. He also engaged with a broad lineage of satire and travel writing, absorbing techniques from earlier European and American essayists and adapting them to a distinctly American idiom.
Literary Career
Twain’s professional ascent began in journalism. After training in printing, he traveled west in the early 1860s and reported for the Territorial Enterprise in Virginia City, Nevada. There he first signed pieces as Mark Twain. He relocated to San Francisco, broadened his reputation with humorous sketches, and drew national notice with the 1865 tale about a remarkable frog from California mining country. He soon established himself as a public lecturer, sharpening a platform style that amplified his print fame. Early travel assignments, including a voyage to the Hawaiian Islands and later to Europe and the Middle East, expanded his material and readership.
The Innocents Abroad (1869) transformed Twain into a bestselling author. Part travelogue and part cultural satire, the book paired energetic description with skeptical commentary about Old World art, ritual, and tourism. Roughing It (1872) revisited his experiences in the West with comic flair and a reporter’s eye for detail. These works showed his capacity to blend journalism, anecdote, and social observation, and they proved that American travelers and domestic settings could compete with imported literary models. The travel books also positioned Twain as a commentator on modernization, faith, and national character, themes he would complicate in later fiction and essays.
In the 1870s and 1880s, Twain wrote the novels that cemented his reputation. The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876) drew on his Hannibal childhood to celebrate play while scrutinizing adult pretensions. Life on the Mississippi (1883) combined memoir and reportage about steamboating culture. Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (published in the 1880s) advanced a vernacular style and examined the moral tensions of slavery and freedom along the river. The Prince and the Pauper (1881) explored identity and justice through historical fiction, while A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (1889) used time travel to interrogate technology, power, and romanticized history.
Financial pressures shaped the 1890s. Investments in a typesetting machine and the ventures of his publishing firm failed, leading to severe losses and bankruptcy in the mid-1890s. Even in this period, Twain published important works: Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894) returned to questions of identity and social hierarchy; Personal Recollections of Joan of Arc (1896) pursued historical portraiture; Following the Equator (1897) recorded a global lecture tour undertaken in part to repay debts. His vigorous travel schedule and ongoing output restored his finances and reinforced his image as an indefatigable public figure who transformed hardship into literary and civic energy.
The later career grew darker in tone but remained inventive. He produced incisive stories and essays, including The Man That Corrupted Hadleyburg (1899), a meditation on public virtue and temptation; A Dog’s Tale (1903), which targeted scientific cruelty; and the dialogue What Is Man? (1906), which probed determinism and moral philosophy. He began serializing autobiographical dictations in 1906–1907, experimenting with digressive, memory-driven narrative. Unfinished manuscripts such as The Mysterious Stranger circulated posthumously, revealing a skeptic wrestling with illusion and authority. Late Twain fused comic surface with a somber analysis of modern life’s ethical and psychological strains.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Twain’s public convictions were visible in essays, speeches, and sustained activism. He opposed imperial conquest, aligning himself with the Anti-Imperialist League and publishing interventions such as To the Person Sitting in Darkness (1901) and King Leopold’s Soliloquy (1905), which condemned colonial abuses. He denounced racial terror in pieces like The United States of Lyncherdom and supported broader civil-rights and educational causes. His satire took aim at cant and cruelty, including attacks on certain missionary practices and on vivisection, notably in A Dog’s Tale. Religious skepticism, concerns about corporate power, and a defense of free expression informed the acerbic tone of his later essays.
Final Years & Legacy
In the final decade of his life, Twain’s fame was global. He received honors, including an honorary doctorate from the University of Oxford in 1907, and continued to lecture and publish. Personal losses and recurrent illness in his circle deepened the gravity of his later writing. He settled at Stormfield, his home in Redding, Connecticut, while remaining engaged with public debates and literary experiments, including ongoing autobiographical dictations. He died in 1910, shortly after the return of Halley’s Comet, whose appearance at his birth had long been noted, a coincidence that reinforced the mythic frame surrounding his life and career.
Twain’s legacy rests on a body of work that captured American speech, interrogated national myths, and expanded the reach of satire. His river narratives and Western reminiscences preserved a rapidly changing country, while his travel books modeled a distinctly American voice abroad. He showed that popular humor could sustain moral inquiry and formal innovation. Adventures of Huckleberry Finn remains central to discussions of voice, race, and the American canon, even as it invites debate. His essays on imperialism and injustice anticipate later critiques of power. Across genres, Twain fused entertainment with ethical argument, shaping literature and public conscience alike.
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This book is merely a personal narrative, and not a pretentious history or a philosophical dissertation. It is a record of several years of variegated vagabondizing, and its object is rather to help the resting reader while away an idle hour than afflict him with metaphysics, or goad him with science. Still, there is information in the volume; information concerning an interesting episode in the history of the Far West, about which no books have been written by persons who were on the ground in person, and saw the happenings of the time with their own eyes. I allude to the rise, growth and culmination of the silver-mining fever in Nevada — a curious episode, in some respects; the only one, of its peculiar kind, that has occurred in the land; and the only one, indeed, that is likely to occur in it.



Yes, take it all around, there is quite a good deal of information in the book. I regret this very much; but really it could not be helped: information appears to stew out of me naturally, like the precious ottar of roses out of the otter. Sometimes it has seemed to me that I would give worlds if I could retain my facts; but it cannot be. The more I calk up the sources, and the tighter I get, the more I leak wisdom[1q]. Therefore, I can only claim indulgence at the hands of the reader, not justification.



THE AUTHOR.
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My brother had just been appointed Secretary of Nevada Territory[1] — an office of such majesty that it concentrated in itself the duties and dignities of Treasurer, Comptroller, Secretary of State, and Acting Governor in the Governor’s absence. A salary of eighteen hundred dollars a year and the title of “Mr. Secretary,” gave to the great position an air of wild and imposing grandeur. I was young and ignorant, and I envied my brother[2q]. I coveted his distinction and his financial splendor, but particularly and especially the long, strange journey he was going to make, and the curious new world he was going to explore. He was going to travel! I never had been away from home, and that word “travel” had a seductive charm for me. Pretty soon he would be hundreds and hundreds of miles away on the great plains and deserts, and among the mountains of the Far West, and would see buffaloes and Indians, and prairie dogs, and antelopes, and have all kinds of adventures, and may be get hanged or scalped, and have ever such a fine time, and write home and tell us all about it, and be a hero. And he would see the gold mines and the silver mines, and maybe go about of an afternoon when his work was done, and pick up two or three pailfuls of shining slugs, and nuggets of gold and silver on the hillside. And by and by he would become very rich, and return home by sea, and be able to talk as calmly about San Francisco and the ocean, and “the isthmus” as if it was nothing of any consequence to have seen those marvels face to face.





What I suffered in contemplating his happiness, pen cannot describe. And so, when he offered me, in cold blood, the sublime position of private secretary under him, it appeared to me that the heavens and the earth passed away, and the firmament was rolled together as a scroll! I had nothing more to desire. My contentment was complete.



At the end of an hour or two I was ready for the journey. Not much packing up was necessary, because we were going in the overland stage[2] from the Missouri frontier to Nevada, and passengers were only allowed a small quantity of baggage apiece. There was no Pacific railroad in those fine times of ten or twelve years ago — not a single rail of it. I only proposed to stay in Nevada three months — I had no thought of staying longer than that. I meant to see all I could that was new and strange, and then hurry home to business. I little thought that I would not see the end of that three-month pleasure excursion for six or seven uncommonly long years!



I dreamed all night about Indians, deserts, and silver bars, and in due time, next day, we took shipping at the St. Louis wharf on board a steamboat bound up the Missouri River.





We were six days going from St. Louis to “St. Jo[3].” — a trip that was so dull, and sleepy, and eventless that it has left no more impression on my memory than if its duration had been six minutes instead of that many days. No record is left in my mind, now, concerning it, but a confused jumble of savage-looking snags, which we deliberately walked over with one wheel or the other; and of reefs which we butted and butted, and then retired from and climbed over in some softer place; and of sandbars which we roosted on occasionally, and rested, and then got out our crutches and sparred over.



In fact, the boat might almost as well have gone to St. Jo. by land, for she was walking most of the time, anyhow — climbing over reefs and clambering over snags patiently and laboriously all day long. The captain said she was a “bully” boat, and all she wanted was more “shear” and a bigger wheel. I thought she wanted a pair of stilts, but I had the deep sagacity not to say so.
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The first thing we did on that glad evening that landed us at St. Joseph was to hunt up the stage-office, and pay a hundred and fifty dollars apiece for tickets per overland coach to Carson City, Nevada.





The next morning, bright and early, we took a hasty breakfast, and hurried to the starting-place. Then an inconvenience presented itself which we had not properly appreciated before, namely, that one cannot make a heavy traveling trunk stand for twenty-five pounds of baggage — because it weighs a good deal more. But that was all we could take — twenty-five pounds each. So we had to snatch our trunks open, and make a selection in a good deal of a hurry. We put our lawful twenty-five pounds apiece all in one valise, and shipped the trunks back to St. Louis again. It was a sad parting, for now we had no swallow-tail coats and white kid gloves to wear at Pawnee receptions in the Rocky Mountains, and no stovepipe hats nor patent-leather boots, nor anything else necessary to make life calm and peaceful. We were reduced to a war-footing. Each of us put on a rough, heavy suit of clothing, woolen army shirt and “stogy” boots included; and into the valise we crowded a few white shirts, some underclothing and such things. My brother, the Secretary, took along about four pounds of United States statutes and six pounds of Unabridged Dictionary; for we did not know — poor innocents — that such things could be bought in San Francisco on one day and received in Carson City the next. I was armed to the teeth with a pitiful little Smith & Wesson’s seven-shooter[5], which carried a ball like a homoeopathic pill, and it took the whole seven to make a dose for an adult. But I thought it was grand. It appeared to me to be a dangerous weapon. It only had one fault — you could not hit anything with it. One of our “conductors” practiced awhile on a cow with it, and as long as she stood still and behaved herself she was safe; but as soon as she went to moving about, and he got to shooting at other things, she came to grief. The Secretary had a small-sized Colt’s revolver strapped around him for protection against the Indians, and to guard against accidents he carried it uncapped. Mr. George Bemis was dismally formidable. George Bemis was our fellow-traveler.





We had never seen him before. He wore in his belt an old original “Allen[6]” revolver, such as irreverent people called a “pepper-box.” Simply drawing the trigger back, cocked and fired the pistol. As the trigger came back, the hammer would begin to rise and the barrel to turn over, and presently down would drop the hammer, and away would speed the ball. To aim along the turning barrel and hit the thing aimed at was a feat which was probably never done with an “Allen” in the world. But George’s was a reliable weapon, nevertheless, because, as one of the stage-drivers afterward said, “If she didn’t get what she went after, she would fetch something else.” And so she did. She went after a deuce of spades nailed against a tree, once, and fetched a mule standing about thirty yards to the left of it. Bemis did not want the mule; but the owner came out with a double-barreled shotgun and persuaded him to buy it, anyhow. It was a cheerful weapon — the “Allen.” Sometimes all its six barrels would go off at once, and then there was no safe place in all the region round about, but behind it.





We took two or three blankets for protection against frosty weather in the mountains. In the matter of luxuries we were modest — we took none along but some pipes and five pounds of smoking tobacco. We had two large canteens to carry water in, between stations on the Plains, and we also took with us a little shot-bag of silver coin for daily expenses in the way of breakfasts and dinners.



By eight o’clock everything was ready, and we were on the other side of the river. We jumped into the stage, the driver cracked his whip, and we bowled away and left “the States” behind us. It was a superb summer morning, and all the landscape was brilliant with sunshine. There was a freshness and breeziness, too, and an exhilarating sense of emancipation from all sorts of cares and responsibilities, that almost made us feel that the years we had spent in the close, hot city, toiling and slaving, had been wasted and thrown away. We were spinning along through Kansas, and in the course of an hour and a half we were fairly abroad on the great Plains. Just here the land was rolling — a grand sweep of regular elevations and depressions as far as the eye could reach — like the stately heave and swell of the ocean’s bosom after a storm. And everywhere were cornfields, accenting with squares of deeper green, this limitless expanse of grassy land. But presently this sea upon dry ground was to lose its “rolling” character and stretch away for seven hundred miles as level as a floor!



Our coach was a great swinging and swaying stage, of the most sumptuous description — an imposing cradle on wheels. It was drawn by six handsome horses, and by the side of the driver sat the “conductor,” the legitimate captain of the craft; for it was his business to take charge and care of the mails, baggage, express matter, and passengers. We three were the only passengers, this trip. We sat on the back seat, inside. About all the rest of the coach was full of mail bags — for we had three days’ delayed mails with us. Almost touching our knees, a perpendicular wall of mail matter rose up to the roof. There was a great pile of it strapped on top of the stage, and both the fore and hind boots were full. We had twenty-seven hundred pounds of it aboard, the driver said — ”a little for Brigham, and Carson, and ‘Frisco, but the heft of it for the Injuns, which is powerful troublesome ‘thout they get plenty of truck to read.”





But as he just then got up a fearful convulsion of his countenance which was suggestive of a wink being swallowed by an earthquake, we guessed that his remark was intended to be facetious, and to mean that we would unload the most of our mail matter somewhere on the Plains and leave it to the Indians, or whosoever wanted it.





We changed horses every ten miles, all day long, and fairly flew over the hard, level road. We jumped out and stretched our legs every time the coach stopped, and so the night found us still vivacious and unfatigued.



After supper a woman got in, who lived about fifty miles further on, and we three had to take turns at sitting outside with the driver and conductor. Apparently she was not a talkative woman. She would sit there in the gathering twilight and fasten her steadfast eyes on a mosquito rooting into her arm, and slowly she would raise her other hand till she had got his range, and then she would launch a slap at him that would have jolted a cow; and after that she would sit and contemplate the corpse with tranquil satisfaction — for she never missed her mosquito; she was a dead shot at short range. She never removed a carcase, but left them there for bait. I sat by this grim Sphynx and watched her kill thirty or forty mosquitoes — watched her, and waited for her to say something, but she never did. So I finally opened the conversation myself. I said:



“The mosquitoes are pretty bad, about here, madam.”



“You bet!”



“What did I understand you to say, madam?”



“You BET!”





Then she cheered up, and faced around and said:



“Danged if I didn’t begin to think you fellers was deef and dumb. I did, b’gosh. Here I’ve sot, and sot, and sot, a-bust’n muskeeters and wonderin’ what was ailin’ ye. Fust I thot you was deef and dumb, then I thot you was sick or crazy, or suthin’, and then by and by I begin to reckon you was a passel of sickly fools that couldn’t think of nothing to say. Wher’d ye come from?”



The Sphynx was a Sphynx no more! The fountains of her great deep were broken up, and she rained the nine parts of speech forty days and forty nights, metaphorically speaking, and buried us under a desolating deluge of trivial gossip that left not a crag or pinnacle of rejoinder projecting above the tossing waste of dislocated grammar and decomposed pronunciation!



How we suffered, suffered, suffered! She went on, hour after hour, till I was sorry I ever opened the mosquito question and gave her a start. She never did stop again until she got to her journey’s end toward daylight; and then she stirred us up as she was leaving the stage (for we were nodding, by that time), and said:



“Now you git out at Cottonwood, you fellers, and lay over a couple o’ days, and I’ll be along some time tonight, and if I can do ye any good by edgin’ in a word now and then, I’m right thar. Folks’ll tell you’t I’ve always ben kind o’ offish and partic’lar for a gal that’s raised in the woods, and I am, with the rag-tag and bobtail, and a gal has to be, if she wants to be anything, but when people comes along which is my equals, I reckon I’m a pretty sociable heifer after all.”



We resolved not to “lay by at Cottonwood.”
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About an hour and a half before daylight we were bowling along smoothly over the road — so smoothly that our cradle only rocked in a gentle, lulling way, that was gradually soothing us to sleep, and dulling our consciousness — when something gave away under us! We were dimly aware of it, but indifferent to it. The coach stopped. We heard the driver and conductor talking together outside, and rummaging for a lantern, and swearing because they could not find it — but we had no interest in whatever had happened, and it only added to our comfort to think of those people out there at work in the murky night, and we snug in our nest with the curtains drawn. But presently, by the sounds, there seemed to be an examination going on, and then the driver’s voice said:



“By George, the thoroughbrace[4] is broke!”



This startled me broad awake — as an undefined sense of calamity is always apt to do. I said to myself: “Now, a thoroughbrace is probably part of a horse; and doubtless a vital part, too, from the dismay in the driver’s voice. Leg, maybe — and yet how could he break his leg waltzing along such a road as this? No, it can’t be his leg. That is impossible, unless he was reaching for the driver. Now, what can be the thoroughbrace of a horse, I wonder? Well, whatever comes, I shall not air my ignorance in this crowd, anyway.”



Just then the conductor’s face appeared at a lifted curtain, and his lantern glared in on us and our wall of mail matter. He said: “Gents, you’ll have to turn out a spell. Thoroughbrace is broke.”



We climbed out into a chill drizzle, and felt ever so homeless and dreary. When I found that the thing they called a “thoroughbrace” was the massive combination of belts and springs which the coach rocks itself in, I said to the driver:



“I never saw a thoroughbrace used up like that, before, that I can remember. How did it happen?”



“Why, it happened by trying to make one coach carry three days’ mail — that’s how it happened,” said he. “And right here is the very direction which is wrote on all the newspaper-bags which was to be put out for the Injuns for to keep ‘em quiet. It’s most uncommon lucky, becuz it’s so nation dark I should ‘a’ gone by unbeknowns if that air thoroughbrace hadn’t broke.”



I knew that he was in labor with another of those winks of his, though I could not see his face, because he was bent down at work; and wishing him a safe delivery, I turned to and helped the rest get out the mail-sacks. It made a great pyramid by the roadside when it was all out. When they had mended the thoroughbrace we filled the two boots again, but put no mail on top, and only half as much inside as there was before. The conductor bent all the seat-backs down, and then filled the coach just half full of mail-bags from end to end. We objected loudly to this, for it left us no seats. But the conductor was wiser than we, and said a bed was better than seats, and moreover, this plan would protect his thoroughbraces. We never wanted any seats after that. The lazy bed was infinitely preferable. I had many an exciting day, subsequently, lying on it reading the statutes and the dictionary, and wondering how the characters would turn out.



The conductor said he would send back a guard from the next station to take charge of the abandoned mail-bags, and we drove on.



It was now just dawn; and as we stretched our cramped legs full length on the mail sacks, and gazed out through the windows across the wide wastes of greensward clad in cool, powdery mist, to where there was an expectant look in the eastern horizon, our perfect enjoyment took the form of a tranquil and contented ecstasy. The stage whirled along at a spanking gait, the breeze flapping curtains and suspended coats in a most exhilarating way; the cradle swayed and swung luxuriously, the pattering of the horses’ hoofs, the cracking of the driver’s whip, and his “Hi-yi! g’lang!” were music; the spinning ground and the waltzing trees appeared to give us a mute hurrah as we went by, and then slack up and look after us with interest, or envy, or something; and as we lay and smoked the pipe of peace and compared all this luxury with the years of tiresome city life that had gone before it, we felt that there was only one complete and satisfying happiness in the world, and we had found it.



After breakfast, at some station whose name I have forgotten, we three climbed up on the seat behind the driver, and let the conductor have our bed for a nap. And by and by, when the sun made me drowsy, I lay down on my face on top of the coach, grasping the slender iron railing, and slept for an hour or more. That will give one an appreciable idea of those matchless roads. Instinct will make a sleeping man grip a fast hold of the railing when the stage jolts, but when it only swings and sways, no grip is necessary. Overland drivers and conductors used to sit in their places and sleep thirty or forty minutes at a time, on good roads, while spinning along at the rate of eight or ten miles an hour. I saw them do it, often. There was no danger about it; a sleeping man will seize the irons in time when the coach jolts. These men were hard worked, and it was not possible for them to stay awake all the time.



By and by we passed through Marysville, and over the Big Blue and Little Sandy; thence about a mile, and entered Nebraska. About a mile further on, we came to the Big Sandy — one hundred and eighty miles from St. Joseph.



As the sun was going down, we saw the first specimen of an animal known familiarly over two thousand miles of mountain and desert — from Kansas clear to the Pacific Ocean — as the “jackass rabbit.” He is well named. He is just like any other rabbit, except that he is from one third to twice as large, has longer legs in proportion to his size, and has the most preposterous ears that ever were mounted on any creature but a jackass.





When he is sitting quiet, thinking about his sins, or is absentminded or unapprehensive of danger, his majestic ears project above him conspicuously; but the breaking of a twig will scare him nearly to death, and then he tilts his ears back gently and starts for home. All you can see, then, for the next minute, is his long gray form stretched out straight and “streaking it” through the low sagebrush, head erect, eyes right, and ears just canted a little to the rear, but showing you where the animal is, all the time, the same as if he carried a jib. Now and then he makes a marvelous spring with his long legs, high over the stunted sagebrush, and scores a leap that would make a horse envious. Presently he comes down to a long, graceful “lope,” and shortly he mysteriously disappears. He has crouched behind a sage-bush, and will sit there and listen and tremble until you get within six feet of him, when he will get under way again. But one must shoot at this creature once, if he wishes to see him throw his heart into his heels, and do the best he knows how. He is frightened clear through, now, and he lays his long ears down on his back, straightens himself out like a yardstick every spring he makes, and scatters miles behind him with an easy indifference that is enchanting.





Our party made this specimen “hump himself,” as the conductor said. The secretary started him with a shot from the Colt; I commenced spitting at him with my weapon; and all in the same instant the old “Allen’s” whole broadside let go with a rattling crash, and it is not putting it too strong to say that the rabbit was frantic! He dropped his ears, set up his tail, and left for San Francisco at a speed which can only be described as a flash and a vanish! Long after he was out of sight we could hear him whiz.



I do not remember where we first came across “sagebrush,” but as I have been speaking of it I may as well describe it.



This is easily done, for if the reader can imagine a gnarled and venerable live oak-tree reduced to a little shrub two feet-high, with its rough bark, its foliage, its twisted boughs, all complete, he can picture the “sagebrush” exactly. Often, on lazy afternoons in the mountains, I have lain on the ground with my face under a sage-bush, and entertained myself with fancying that the gnats among its foliage were liliputian birds, and that the ants marching and countermarching about its base were liliputian flocks and herds, and myself some vast loafer from Brobdignag waiting to catch a little citizen and eat him.





It is an imposing monarch of the forest in exquisite miniature, is the “sagebrush.” Its foliage is a grayish green, and gives that tint to desert and mountain. It smells like our domestic sage, and “sage-tea” made from it taste like the sage-tea which all boys are so well acquainted with. The sagebrush is a singularly hardy plant, and grows right in the midst of deep sand, and among barren rocks, where nothing else in the vegetable world would try to grow, except “bunch-grass.” — [“Bunch-grass” grows on the bleak mountainsides of Nevada and neighboring territories, and offers excellent feed for stock, even in the dead of winter, wherever the snow is blown aside and exposes it; notwithstanding its unpromising home, bunch-grass is a better and more nutritious diet for cattle and horses than almost any other hay or grass that is known — so stockmen say.] — The sage-bushes grow from three to six or seven feet apart, all over the mountains and deserts of the Far West, clear to the borders of California. There is not a tree of any kind in the deserts, for hundreds of miles — there is no vegetation at all in a regular desert, except the sagebrush and its cousin the “greasewood,” which is so much like the sagebrush that the difference amounts to little. Campfires and hot suppers in the deserts would be impossible but for the friendly sagebrush. Its trunk is as large as a boy’s wrist (and from that up to a man’s arm), and its crooked branches are half as large as its trunk — all good, sound, hard wood, very like oak.



When a party camps, the first thing to be done is to cut sagebrush; and in a few minutes there is an opulent pile of it ready for use. A hole a foot wide, two feet deep, and two feet long, is dug, and sagebrush chopped up and burned in it till it is full to the brim with glowing coals. Then the cooking begins, and there is no smoke, and consequently no swearing. Such a fire will keep all night, with very little replenishing; and it makes a very sociable campfire, and one around which the most impossible reminiscences sound plausible, instructive, and profoundly entertaining.



Sagebrush is very fair fuel, but as a vegetable it is a distinguished failure. Nothing can abide the taste of it but the jackass and his illegitimate child the mule. But their testimony to its nutritiousness is worth nothing, for they will eat pine knots, or anthracite coal, or brass filings, or lead pipe, or old bottles, or anything that comes handy, and then go off looking as grateful as if they had had oysters for dinner. Mules and donkeys and camels have appetites that anything will relieve temporarily, but nothing satisfy.



In Syria, once, at the headwaters of the Jordan, a camel took charge of my overcoat while the tents were being pitched, and examined it with a critical eye, all over, with as much interest as if he had an idea of getting one made like it; and then, after he was done figuring on it as an article of apparel, he began to contemplate it as an article of diet. He put his foot on it, and lifted one of the sleeves out with his teeth, and chewed and chewed at it, gradually taking it in, and all the while opening and closing his eyes in a kind of religious ecstasy, as if he had never tasted anything as good as an overcoat before, in his life. Then he smacked his lips once or twice, and reached after the other sleeve. Next he tried the velvet collar, and smiled a smile of such contentment that it was plain to see that he regarded that as the daintiest thing about an overcoat. The tails went next, along with some percussion caps and cough candy, and some fig-paste from Constantinople.





And then my newspaper correspondence dropped out, and he took a chance in that — manuscript letters written for the home papers. But he was treading on dangerous ground, now. He began to come across solid wisdom in those documents that was rather weighty on his stomach; and occasionally he would take a joke that would shake him up till it loosened his teeth; it was getting to be perilous times with him, but he held his grip with good courage and hopefully, till at last he began to stumble on statements that not even a camel could swallow with impunity. He began to gag and gasp, and his eyes to stand out, and his forelegs to spread, and in about a quarter of a minute he fell over as stiff as a carpenter’s work-bench, and died a death of indescribable agony. I went and pulled the manuscript out of his mouth, and found that the sensitive creature had choked to death on one of the mildest and gentlest statements of fact that I ever laid before a trusting public.



I was about to say, when diverted from my subject, that occasionally one finds sage-bushes five or six feet high, and with a spread of branch and foliage in proportion, but two or two and a half feet is the usual height.
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As the sun went down and the evening chill came on, we made preparation for bed. We stirred up the hard leather letter-sacks, and the knotty canvas bags of printed matter (knotty and uneven because of projecting ends and corners of magazines, boxes and books). We stirred them up and redisposed them in such a way as to make our bed as level as possible. And we did improve it, too, though after all our work it had an upheaved and billowy look about it, like a little piece of a stormy sea. Next we hunted up our boots from odd nooks among the mail-bags where they had settled, and put them on. Then we got down our coats, vests, pantaloons and heavy woolen shirts, from the arm-loops where they had been swinging all day, and clothed ourselves in them — for, there being no ladies either at the stations or in the coach, and the weather being hot, we had looked to our comfort by stripping to our underclothing, at nine o’clock in the morning. All things being now ready, we stowed the uneasy Dictionary where it would lie as quiet as possible, and placed the water-canteens and pistols where we could find them in the dark. Then we smoked a final pipe, and swapped a final yarn; after which, we put the pipes, tobacco and bag of coin in snug holes and caves among the mail-bags, and then fastened down the coach curtains all around, and made the place as “dark as the inside of a cow,” as the conductor phrased it in his picturesque way. It was certainly as dark as any place could be — nothing was even dimly visible in it. And finally, we rolled ourselves up like silkworms, each person in his own blanket, and sank peacefully to sleep.



Whenever the stage stopped to change horses, we would wake up, and try to recollect where we were — and succeed — and in a minute or two the stage would be off again, and we likewise. We began to get into country, now, threaded here and there with little streams. These had high, steep banks on each side, and every time we flew down one bank and scrambled up the other, our party inside got mixed somewhat. First we would all be down in a pile at the forward end of the stage, nearly in a sitting posture, and in a second we would shoot to the other end, and stand on our heads. And we would sprawl and kick, too, and ward off ends and corners of mail-bags that came lumbering over us and about us; and as the dust rose from the tumult, we would all sneeze in chorus, and the majority of us would grumble, and probably say some hasty thing, like: “Take your elbow out of my ribs! — can’t you quit crowding?”



Every time we avalanched from one end of the stage to the other, the Unabridged Dictionary would come too; and every time it came it damaged somebody. One trip it “barked” the Secretary’s elbow; the next trip it hurt me in the stomach, and the third it tilted Bemis’s nose up till he could look down his nostrils — he said. The pistols and coin soon settled to the bottom, but the pipes, pipe-stems, tobacco and canteens clattered and floundered after the Dictionary every time it made an assault on us, and aided and abetted the book by spilling tobacco in our eyes, and water down our backs.





Still, all things considered, it was a very comfortable night. It wore gradually away, and when at last a cold gray light was visible through the puckers and chinks in the curtains, we yawned and stretched with satisfaction, shed our cocoons, and felt that we had slept as much as was necessary. By and by, as the sun rose up and warmed the world, we pulled off our clothes and got ready for breakfast. We were just pleasantly in time, for five minutes afterward the driver sent the weird music of his bugle winding over the grassy solitudes, and presently we detected a low hut or two in the distance. Then the rattling of the coach, the clatter of our six horses’ hoofs, and the driver’s crisp commands, awoke to a louder and stronger emphasis, and we went sweeping down on the station at our smartest speed. It was fascinating — that old overland stagecoaching.



We jumped out in undress uniform. The driver tossed his gathered reins out on the ground, gaped and stretched complacently, drew off his heavy buckskin gloves with great deliberation and insufferable dignity — taking not the slightest notice of a dozen solicitous inquires after his health, and humbly facetious and flattering accostings, and obsequious tenders of service, from five or six hairy and half-civilized station-keepers and hostlers who were nimbly unhitching our steeds and bringing the fresh team out of the stables — for in the eyes of the stage-driver of that day, station-keepers and hostlers were a sort of good enough low creatures, useful in their place, and helping to make up a world, but not the kind of beings which a person of distinction could afford to concern himself with; while, on the contrary, in the eyes of the station-keeper and the hostler, the stage-driver was a hero — a great and shining dignitary, the world’s favorite son, the envy of the people, the observed of the nations. When they spoke to him they received his insolent silence meekly, and as being the natural and proper conduct of so great a man; when he opened his lips they all hung on his words with admiration (he never honored a particular individual with a remark, but addressed it with a broad generality to the horses, the stables, the surrounding country and the human underlings); when he discharged a facetious insulting personality at a hostler, that hostler was happy for the day; when he uttered his one jest — old as the hills, coarse, profane, witless, and inflicted on the same audience, in the same language, every time his coach drove up there — the varlets roared, and slapped their thighs, and swore it was the best thing they’d ever heard in all their lives. And how they would fly around when he wanted a basin of water, a gourd of the same, or a light for his pipe! — but they would instantly insult a passenger if he so far forgot himself as to crave a favor at their hands. They could do that sort of insolence as well as the driver they copied it from — for, let it be borne in mind, the overland driver had but little less contempt for his passengers than he had for his hostlers.



The hostlers and station-keepers treated the really powerful conductor of the coach merely with the best of what was their idea of civility, but the driver was the only being they bowed down to and worshipped. How admiringly they would gaze up at him in his high seat as he gloved himself with lingering deliberation, while some happy hostler held the bunch of reins aloft, and waited patiently for him to take it! And how they would bombard him with glorifying ejaculations as he cracked his long whip and went careering away.



The station buildings were long, low huts, made of sundried, mud-colored bricks, laid up without mortar (adobes, the Spaniards call these bricks, and Americans shorten it to ‘dobies). The roofs, which had no slant to them worth speaking of, were thatched and then sodded or covered with a thick layer of earth, and from this sprung a pretty rank growth of weeds and grass. It was the first time we had ever seen a man’s front yard on top of his house. The building consisted of barns, stable-room for twelve or fifteen horses, and a hut for an eating-room for passengers. This latter had bunks in it for the station-keeper and a hostler or two. You could rest your elbow on its eaves, and you had to bend in order to get in at the door. In place of a window there was a square hole about large enough for a man to crawl through, but this had no glass in it. There was no flooring, but the ground was packed hard. There was no stove, but the fireplace served all needful purposes. There were no shelves, no cupboards, no closets. In a corner stood an open sack of flour, and nestling against its base were a couple of black and venerable tin coffee-pots, a tin teapot, a little bag of salt, and a side of bacon.



By the door of
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