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			Introduction

			Mark Twain in the Company of Cats

			It is no great leap to suppose that the animal most associated with Mark Twain is a frog . . . a celebrated jumping frog, in fact. “It certainly had a wide celebrity,” he observed, and that assessment is, if anything, an exercise in understatement. There is a poster advertising an early Mark Twain lecture appearance, and it shows the writer riding that frog, horseback style, as it sails over a fence. The image is as symbolic as it is delightful. Mark Twain did, indeed, ride the success of his 1865 humorous tale “Jim Smiley and His Jumping Frog” (later “The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County”) to a national reputation. But as much as Mark Twain owed to that uncommonly fine frog, cats were the animals that held the highest place in his regard and his affections. He loved cats, compliments, and cigars, and no day would have been judged truly complete for him without a generous supply of all three.

			It is unquestionably true that the writer born Samuel Langhorne Clemens in 1835 found delight and inspiration in all kinds of animals, from camels and coyotes to mules and monkeys. Indeed, that jumping frog cleared the way for hilarious tales about a horse billed as a Genuine Mexican Plug, as well as an idiotic ant, a deceitful turkey, an impudent crow, a pious chameleon, and a determined blue jay, just to name a few of the animal stars in Mark Twain’s world. “Animals were integral to Mark Twain’s work as a writer from the first story that earned him national renown to pieces he wrote during his final years that remained unpublished at his death,” Mark Twain scholar Shelley Fisher Fishkin noted in the opening of her engaging and insightful collection Mark Twain’s Book of Animals.

			“From the beginning to the end of his long career Mark Twain not only lived in this animal kingdom but he also rejoiced in it—he celebrated it,” wrote author and critic Maxwell Geismar in the introduction to his book, The Higher Animals: A Mark Twain Bestiary. “While his view of mankind may have changed with the tragic wisdom of age,” Geismar said, “his pleasure in his animal friends remained constant.”

			Yet the animal most integral to his life—the one rejoiced in and celebrated to the greatest degree—was the cat. Susy Clemens summed it up in the biography of her famous father that she started at the age of thirteen: “The difference between papa and mama is, that mama loves morals and papa loves cats.”

			Cats scamper throughout many of his books, including The Innocents Abroad, Roughing It, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Life on the Mississippi, A Tramp Abroad, A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, Pudd’nhead Wilson, Following the Equator, Tom Sawyer Abroad, and his autobiography. Cats run throughout his novels, short stories, letters, essays, travel writing, maxims, and witticisms. And cats run throughout his life story, from his childhood days in Hannibal, Missouri, to his last days at that final home, Stormfield, near Redding, Connecticut. He moved into Stormfield in June 1908, less than two years before his death, and he knew just when it would be fit for occupancy: “I don’t want to see it until the cat is purring on the hearth.”
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					“I simply can’t resist a cat, particularly a purring one.” 
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			When Mark Twain biographers and scholars speak of his closest and most cherished friends, they tend to mention fellow writer William Dean Howells, Reverend Joseph Hopkins Twichell, and Standard Oil director Henry Huttleston Rogers. They typically don’t mention Abner, Motley, Stray Kit, Fraulein, Lazy, Buffalo Bill, Soapy Sal, Cleveland, Sin, Satan, Famine, Pestilence, Sour Mash, Appollinaris, Zoroaster, Blatherskite, Babylon, Bones, Belchazar, Genesis, Deuteronomy, Germania, Bambino, Ananda, Annanci, Socrates, Sackcloth, Ashes, Tammany, Sinbad, Danbury, or Billiards. These were just thirty-three of the cats who were certain to capture the attention and win the admiration of the adult Mark Twain. If you counted only thirty-two names, that’s because he once had three cats, and since two of them were identical, he used the same name, Sackcloth, for both and luckily both answered to the name. The third, of course, was Ashes.

			“I simply can’t resist a cat, particularly a purring one,” he said. “They are the cleanest, cunningest, and most intelligent things I know, outside of the girl you love, of course.” No cats around to be petted, praised, and admired? Mark Twain would have considered it the categorical catalyst for a catastrophe of cataclysmic proportions.

			He was by no means anti-dog. To be sure, three of his best-known quotes are wonderfully pro-dog:

			•“Heaven goes by favor. If it went by merit, you would stay out and your dog would go in.”

			•“If you pick up a starving dog and make him prosperous, he will not bite you. This is the principal difference between a dog and a man.”

			•“The dog is a gentleman; I hope to go to his heaven, not man’s.”

			Still, while dogs ranked heavenly high in his estimation, as you can see, cats were closer to his heart. Mark Twain didn’t live at a time when people identified themselves as dog people or cat people. Yet there is no doubt he would have been on the cat side of that equation. In a social-media-driven world, he would have been regularly visiting Facebook to post pictures of himself with a feline friend (there are, in fact, about twenty known photographs of Mark Twain with cats, many of which you’ll encounter in this volume). There was something in a cat that stirred not only his affection but his admiration.

			“By what right has the dog come to be regarded as a ‘noble’ animal?” Mark Twain wrote. “The more brutal and cruel and unjust you are to him the more your fawning and adoring slave he becomes; whereas, if you shamefully misuse a cat once she will always maintain a dignified reserve toward you afterward—you will never get her full confidence again.”

			This was the kind of willful independence Mark Twain understood. He found things to admire about the dog, the donkey, the crow, the elephant, and the bat. He certainly held many animals in high esteem, and he wrote stories attacking cruelty toward animals. He supported anti-vivisection groups, and was proud that his youngest daughter, Jean, founded societies for the protection of animals. Jean inherited that caring nature from her father, who had inherited it from his mother. “Many of the characteristics that made Mark Twain famous were inherited from his mother,” Albert Bigelow Paine wrote in his authorized biography of the beloved American writer. “His sense of humor, his prompt, quaintly spoken philosophy, these were distinctly her contribution to his fame.” Another contribution was an enormous sympathy for animals. Of Jane Lampton Clemens, Paine wrote, “Her sense of pity was abnormal. She refused to kill even flies.”

			The “natural ally and friend of the friendless,” as her son described her, Jane Clemens once snatched a whip away from a burly cart driver who was beating a horse. She made him promise never to “abuse a horse again.” Still, the only animal she permitted as pets were cats. So from the very first, there were cats in Mark Twain’s life . . . lots of cats.

			“By some subtle sign the homeless, hunted, bedraggled and disreputable cat recognized her at a glance as the born refuge and champion of his sort—and followed her home,” Mark Twain wrote in his autobiography. “His instinct was right, he was as welcome as the prodigal son. We had nineteen cats at one time, in 1845. And there wasn’t one in the lot that had any character, not one that had any merit, except the cheap and tawdry merit of being unfortunate. They were a vast burden to us all—including my mother—but they were out of luck and that was enough; they had to stay. However, better these than no pets at all; children must have pets and we were not allowed to have caged ones. An imprisoned creature was out of the question—my mother would not have allowed a rat to be restrained of its liberty.”

			So he was surrounded by cats in childhood, and he was surrounded by cats during the last years of his life. These Stormfield cats, however, he considered far nobler representatives of their species. This was how Paine described the state of feline affairs at Mark Twain’s Redding home:

			The cat was always “purring on the hearth” at Stormfield—several cats—for Mark Twain’s fondness for this clean, intelligent domestic animal remained to the end, one of his happiest characteristics. There were never too many cats at Stormfield, and the “hearth” included the entire house, even the billiard-table. When, as was likely to happen at any time during a game, the kittens Sinbad, or Danbury, or Billiards would decide to hop up and play with the balls, or sit in the pockets and grab at them as they went by, the game simply added this element of chance, and the uninvited player was not disturbed. The cats really owned Stormfield; any one could tell that from their deportment. Mark Twain held the title deeds, but it was Danbury and Sinbad and the others that possessed the premises. They occupied any portion of the house or its furnishings at will, and they never failed to attract attention. Mark Twain might be preoccupied and indifferent to the coming and goings of other members of the household; but no matter what he was doing, let Danbury appear in the offing and he was observed and greeted with due deference, and complimented and made comfortable. Clemens would arise from the table and carry certain choice food out on the terrace to Tammany, and be satisfied with almost no acknowledgement by way of appreciation. One could not imagine any home of Mark Twain where the cats were not supreme. 

			Between the cat companions of childhood and the cats who reigned supreme at Stormfield, there were cats at the magnificent Hartford, Connecticut, home where the Clemens family lived from 1874 until 1891. There were cats at Quarry Farm, the upstate New York retreat where the family spent many happy summers (overlooking Elmira, New York, this was the home of his sister-in-law, Susan Crane). There were cats at 21 Fifth Avenue, his Manhattan home from 1904 to 1908. Joe Twichell, the pastor of Hartford’s Asylum Hill Congregational Church and one of Mark Twain’s dearest friends for forty-two years, observed that he “could scarcely meet a cat on the street without stopping to make its acquaintance.”
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					Mark Twain’s cats were about the only ones allowed to disrupt a game of billiards. 
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			A reprinted Harper’s Weekly article that ran under the headline “Mark Twain and the Cat” in the February 23, 1907, edition of the Seattle Daily Times began with a reference to a Rudyard Kipling story about “a strange revenge wrought upon an Indian household by one Dana Da, a Hindu of supernatural powers.” In the Kipling tale, Dana Da’s vengeance took the form of “a visitation of cats.” There were, as writer Herman Spencer noted, “cats everywhere . . . cats in the bathroom, cats on the library mantel, cats in the dining-room, cats on the bed, cats under the chair cushions, cats in the victim’s boots, cats in his ulster [coat] pockets, cats in his saddle roll, cats sitting on his chest when he awoke in the morning—everywhere, cats.” The writer’s conclusion: “Mark Twain is the Dana Da of contemporary literature. He has visited us with cats.” Spencer remarked on how often cats appear in Mark Twain’s writings. He seemed unaware of how cats also were a constant in his life. Yes, everywhere, cats. Mark Twain may have been the Dana Da of literature, but, on the home front, he would have considered Dana Da’s curse a blessing. He couldn’t get enough of cats, and they were allowed to be everywhere.

			“Mark Twain had a special fondness for cats,” Paine wrote. “As a boy he always owned one and it generally had a seat beside him at the table. There were cats at Quarry Farm and at Hartford, and in the house at Redding. . . . Kittens capering about were his chief delight.” Perhaps one reason Bermuda remained a favorite destination was that it had, in his words, “upwards of a million cats.”

			Mark Twain also used cats in a figurative sense to make a point. Writing to Howells in 1904, he called an “autobiography the truest of all books,” even though “the author-cat is raking dust upon it which hides from disinterested spectator neither it nor its smell—the result being that the reader knows the author in spite of his wily diligences.” Discussing his brother Orion’s ever-changing political and religious beliefs, Mark Twain said he never “acquired a conviction that could survive a disapproving remark from a cat.” In The Innocents Abroad, he says “a man hauls on a kid glove like he was dragging a cat out of an ash-hole by the tail.” In The Innocents Abroad, he remarks that a French guide “stepped as gently and as daintily as a cat crossing a muddy street.” Describing cramped quarters on a schooner bound for Hawaii, he wrote in Roughing It that, “One might swing a cat in it, perhaps, but not a long cat.”

			Mark Twain compared himself to a cat in an 1895 letter to Rogers, writing that, as a boy, he was nearly drowned nine times in the Mississippi River or Bear Creek “before I learned to swim, and was considered to be a cat in disguise.”

			The family even noticed something cat-like in Mark Twain’s bearing, manner, and behavior. “We used to call Father the ‘spitting gray kitten’ because in many of his spurts of irritation he kept a soft, fuzzy quality in his demeanor that reminded us of a little kitten with its fur all ruffled,” his daughter Clara wrote in her 1931 book, My Father Mark Twain. “We enjoyed this spectacle, and were inclined to inspire it whenever we could. When his performance was ended, we would exclaim, ‘Oh, you bad, spitting gray kitten!’ and he would laugh a gay little laugh and shake his leonine head of gray curls.”

			He was delighted that Susy and Clara shared his great affection for cats. In a letter written to Twichell from Quarry Farm in late August 1880, he recorded the girls’ enthusiasm for their month-old sister, Jean. “Four weeks ago the children still put Mamma at the head of the list” of their favorites, he wrote, but now the order is Jean first, followed by Mamma, Motley, Fraulein, and, in fifth place, Papa. “Some time ago it used to be nip & tuck between me & the cats,” Mark Twain observed, “but after the cats ‘developed’ I didn’t stand any more show.”

			Clara also recalled that if you were going to interrupt her father while he working, it was “expedient to be accompanied by a kitten.” Such was the great charm cats had for him. “Never could have too many cats to suit him,” remembered longtime family servant Katy Leary, “which is a good sign in a man.”

			As both Geismar and Fishkin note, the animal Mark Twain regarded with the most doubt and suspicion was the human kind. “Such is the human race,” he wrote near the end of his life. “Often it does seem such a pity that Noah and his party did not miss the boat.” Yet there was one way a human being (“The Lowest Animal”) could earn the benefit of the doubt with him: “When a man loves cats, I am his friend and comrade, without further introduction.”

			He may have had his doubts about human beings, but, as you will see, never about cats. What follows, then, is a cat-centric trip through Mark Twain’s life and literary works. Anecdotes and maxims are mixed with selections from his correspondence and various books—all arranged to move as nimbly as one of those cats he so admired. As the man said, if you love cats, you’re already his friend and comrade, without further introduction. So, without further introduction, please enjoy your time in
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