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In February 1896, Mark Twain—pilot of the Mississippi River, whitewasher of American fences—was just about to board a tiny six-seat open railroad car in the Himalayan mountains in India. He was circling the world with his wife and daughter, entertaining English-speaking audiences because he needed to make a lot of money in a hurry to pay off debts from bad investments.

International celebrities get perks, but the following perk seems almost too amazing to be true. The British higher-ups at the Darjeeling Himalayan Railway—an engineering marvel designed to transport tea from the steep slopes—had decided to let him use thirty-five miles of track as a personal roller coaster. Chill winds off the majestic snowy peaks ruffled the famous bushy eyebrows. He told a handful of tea plantation owners that he was glad the blanket of clouds had cleared so that he could see the world’s highest peaks because then he wouldn’t have to lie about it. The night before, during his stage act, he had mentioned America’s first president. “Think of it. George Washington could not lie,” said Twain. “Grown person, you know—could not lie. Comes right out & says it. Seems to me I’d a known enough to keep still about an infirmity like that.”

The views of far-off snowcapped Himalayan mountains were dazzling and the drops were unquestionably fatal. An elephant had recently splattered its enormous guts after slipping off the Hill Cart Road, which paralleled the tracks.

Twain gazed over the edge at the track falling down sharply and “corkscrewing in and out of crags and precipices, down, down, forever down.” No seat belts are mentioned in any narrative. The author thought he might have heard a story about a prior lieutenant governor’s train jumping the track and hurling everyone off the mountainside. He shared the story. And even if that story wasn’t true, that didn’t mean that they were safe.

He was doing what many self-respecting fathers/husbands would do in this situation. He did his level best to scare his wife and daughter. “The car could really jump the track,” he told Livy and Clara. “A pebble on the track, placed there by either accident or malice, at a sharp curve where one might strike it before the eye could discover it, could derail the car and fling it down into India.”

Gravity would propel them downward; only a hand brake could slow them. They would race through four horizontal loops so steep that the train had to double back through tunnels. The Darjeeling Himalayan Express ran along slopes so nearly vertical that the engineers couldn’t lay long winding curves but four times had to set the line in Z-shaped zigzags that required reversing directions. Twain and family would briefly be heading blindly backward and downward. To add to the thrill, the track was only two feet wide, which gave the six-foot-wide cars the sense of floating, not riding the rails.

By way of precaution, British officials sent another railcar ahead of Twain and his family.


[The danger] was for Mr. Pugh, inspector of a division of the Indian police, in whose company and protection we had come from Calcutta. He had seen long service as an artillery officer, was less nervous than I was, and so he was to go ahead of us in a pilot hand-car with a Ghurka and another native; and the plan was that when we should see his car jump over a precipice we must put on our brake and send for another pilot. It was a good arrangement.



The family wrapped themselves in fur blankets and shot down the mountain. At “Agony Point,” the curve radius was so tight that they truly expected to go flying. Halfway down, they rested, drinking Darjeeling tea at a mountainside chalet. They also saw a Tibetan dance play. They reboarded and plunged downward.

“For rousing, tingling, rapturous pleasure there is no holiday trip that approaches the bird-flight down the Himalayas in a hand-car,” wrote Twain. “It has no fault, no blemish.”

And he later judged that February day in India the single most enjoyable day of his entire yearlong, debt-paying trip.
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The idea of Twain in India is discombobulating enough; the idea of Mississippi Mark telling purely American stories in the Himalayas is even more extraordinary. Robed priests squatted outside, spinning prayer wheels. Sherpa guides prepared for Everest treks. That weekend, Twain’s wife, Livy, wrote to their fifteen-year-old daughter:


Jean, darling, look on the map, and try to realize that we who belong to you are away up here in the Himalayas, on the border of Thibet. I cannot myself believe it can be true.



Twain, whom many pictured in a straw hat and corncob pipe, performed his stand-up routine onstage in a black evening suit. He never smiled. Never. Crowned king of deadpan. No props, no notes. He called it a “reading,” but it was really the greatest hits from his best books. And he memorized the whole ninety-minute show. He selected choice morsels such as “The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County” or “How I Escaped Being Killed in a Duel.”

He tailored his material, paced it, pared it. He stood five feet, eight and a half inches tall, weighed 145 pounds, wore a size-seven shoe, and talked very s-l-o-w. S-l-o-w-e-r than that. His daughter and others called it a “drawl.” It made the audiences listen carefully, and it let him go for long pauses and then surprise them.

Samuel L. Clemens, the living, breathing man who sometimes wrote and performed as “Mark Twain,” was a wonderful hodgepodge of uplifting sentiment and bad habits, of flash mood swings, from temper tantrums to jokes; a fellow of stunning irreverence and of conventional yearnings for praise and wealth. He raced to judgment and often rued it; he avoided curse words in deference to his wife but created a spectacular genre of vitriol; he smoked two dozen cigars a day; he drank a hot Scotch most nights; he demonized his enemies and former business partners; he haloed only his closest friends and helpers; he embodied so many contradictory traits in such ample helpings—envy/generosity, suspiciousness/gullibility, loyalty/paranoia, arrogance/insecurity—that no one, not even he, could predict his moods.

Twain was an abysmal investor, an absolute magnet for con men and fool schemes. He was America’s highest-paid author and one of America’s biggest investment losers. “There are two times in a man’s life when he should not speculate,” he wrote around this time. “When he can’t afford it and when he can.”

During his yearlong trek, Twain would perform 122 nights in 71 different cities in Australia, New Zealand, India, South Africa, and North America; he would spend 98 nights at sea on steamships and almost 50 days ill from coughs, colds, boils, stomach illness. He would travel by rail, rickshaw, mule-drawn carriage, man-toted palanquin and elephant. And his sightseeing boat would veer near floating corpses in the Ganges, and Zulus would do war dances for him.

Amid moments of elation at the exotic travels, he would also sometimes be privately furious that financial losses had forced him to play the clown. He remarked that once audiences see you stand on your head, they expect you to stay in that position.

The famous author had turned sixty years old and had already written Huck Finn and Tom Sawyer, and had envisioned himself more in the role of lazy literary lion than as a “platform” joke teller; he had also expected to be basking in Rockefeller-style wealth, not trying to shovel his way out from shame.

The highest-paid writer in America had succeeded in losing his entire fortune and the fortune of his coal heiress wife through appalling investments. With no patience for details, he had repeatedly staked all with cock-eyed optimism and unrufflable self-delusion. He had encouraged others to follow him with the carny barker aplomb of Colonel Sellers of his novel The Gilded Age.

The author of Innocents Abroad had thought himself shrewd and savvy right up to the day that he lost it all and newspapers across America had proclaimed, “Mark Twain Fails.” His heiress wife, Livy, seems to have felt the shame even more deeply than he did. “I have a perfect horror and heart-sickness over it,” she wrote to her sister. “I cannot get away from the feeling that business failure means disgrace.”

And what’s so odd and wonderful (and forgotten) is that most of America, when it found out about Mark Twain’s financial disaster, wound up loving him more for failing, and for being humiliated, and then for having the fortitude to scrape himself up and try to pay off his debts. Twain circled the globe—as he put it, raiding and pillaging—and he planned to talk his way out of hell and humiliation.
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Joys of Self-Publishing

Twain was a proud man, so he kept up a false front of success to all outsiders. In the summer of 1893, he was by reputation America’s greatest humorist and a successful publisher who was married to an heiress. He ranked among the nation’s highest-paid magazine writers and most prized after-dinner speakers. His life—on paper—marked a fabulous success story, from Hannibal to Hartford to the family’s current address abroad in Paris.

Twain owned a publishing house; it was failing. His latest book, a contrived, almost slapstick novella, The American Claimant, hadn’t sold well; his backlist, even including Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn, was limping along, bringing in small change.

The publishing house owed money to bookbinders, paper suppliers, printers, owed rent for a plush office at 67 Fifth Avenue, at 14th Street; meanwhile, their list included underwhelming titles such as Stories from the Rabbis and One Hundred Desserts and Tenting on the Plains by General Custer’s widow. Twain had invested heavily in a typesetter that had 18,000 moving parts but was supposed to revolutionize the printing industry.

Twain teetered on the brink of financial ruin. At first he blamed himself for numerous bad business decisions, but once he got that formality out of the way, he unleashed his sizable writing talents on blaming others.

He wrote in a private notebook his thoughts on the inventor James W. Paige, whom he had amply funded but who still had not delivered his invention. “[He] and I always meet on effusively affectionate terms; and yet he knows perfectly well that if I had his nuts in a steel-trap I would shut out all human succor and watch that trap till he died.”

Twain and his wife owned their expensive home in Hartford, but they had run out of enough cash to live there in the style to which they were accustomed, with seven servants (a black butler, a gardener, cook, coachman, tutor and maids), and horses and an elegant carriage. They had moved out two years earlier, claiming Livy’s health required a change of scenery, and they chose Europe, which sounds odd for financially strapped people, but it was cheaper than their Hartford high life. They chose self-exile over the public shame of a diminished lifestyle.

The beautiful mansion lay empty.

“I have never felt so desperate in my life, for I haven’t got a penny to my name & Mrs. Clemens hasn’t enough laid up with [her brother Charles] Langdon to keep us two months….I do not sleep, these nights, for visions of the poor-house….Everything does look blue, so dismally blue.”

Twain’s publishing house had started off magnificently in 1885. He had installed his former gofer, his niece’s thirty-three-year-old husband, Charles L. Webster, to run it, even called it “Charles L. Webster & Co.”—perhaps to insulate himself from blame. The quirky founding contract stipulated that Twain could “not be called upon” to perform any managerial or editorial duties but nonetheless would retain final approval of all new books.

The company’s first two releases were Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and The Personal Memoirs of Ulysses S. Grant. One was a modest success; the other a record-breaking blockbuster.

Grant’s memoirs set publishing records, with 600,000 volumes issued and nearly $400,000 ($12 million in today’s dollars) paid to the Grant family. Twain had lured the former president away from a verbal agreement with Century, calling for the general to receive industry-standard royalties—10% of the cover price; Twain instead offered 70% of net profits (after printing expenses, etc.), which Twain promised—rightly—would turn out to be double the Century offer.

And, contrary to some reports, Twain did not write the memoirs. In fact, he was furious when Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World charged that General Adam Badeau had ghostwritten many chapters as Grant lay dying from throat cancer. Twain dropped his threatened lawsuit, claiming he didn’t want to give any free publicity to “that daily issue of un-medicated closet paper [i.e., toilet paper].”

The seeds of ruin, however, sprouted early. Sad-eyed, balding Webster failed to oversee the torrents of cash; a bookkeeper embezzled $25,000 (wound up in Sing Sing prison) and a Midwest book agent stole $30,000. These were huge sums in that era when a beer cost a nickel. The company signed up famed minister Henry Ward Beecher, but he died before he could complete his autobiography or his life of Christ. Civil War generals—Sheridan, Sherman, Winchester—lined up to repeat Grant’s deluge of gold, but the public quickly tired of war memoirs.

The company pinned its hope on the pope, the immensely popular Leo XIII, whose face seemed to be everywhere, since his portrait accompanied an endorsement of Vin Mariani, a cocaine-laced wine. Webster traveled to Rome, landed the contract, and was knighted to the Order of the Golden Spur, with robes and a ceremonial sword. (Webster later found himself the only papal knight in Fredonia, New York.)

“[Twain] had no words in which to paint the magnificence of the project, or to forecast its colossal success,” later recalled author-editor-friend William Dean Howells. It bombed, despite the unusual inclusion of two color chromolithographs of the pope. “We did not consider how often Catholics could not read,” surmised Howells.

Twain replaced Webster with young Fred Hall, a stenographer with no publishing experience; he said he was replacing “guesswork” with “brains.” But no one saw that the Library of American Literature was crushing the company under a mountain of debt.

Ironically, their biggest seller was destroying them. Salesmen had no trouble lining up tens of thousands of “subscription” orders for the eleven-volume collection. The well-respected editors Edmund Clarence Stedman and Ellen Mackay Hutchinson had skimmed the cream of Hawthorne, Melville, Longfellow, and the like to create a compendium of 1,207 authors, 2,671 selections, 303 full-page illustrations. More than half the nation still lived on farms and in small towns, and rural buyers, especially fond of ornate bindings, could achieve instant gentility and respectability with the purchase.

But the business plan had one crucial flaw. Customers had to pay only the first $3 monthly installment of the $33 cover price to receive the entire set, but it cost the company $13 to print, bind and ship, and another $12 in commission to the agents. The publisher was $22 in the red on every sale, and, as the economy soured, customers increasingly stopped paying installments. Delinquent payments ballooned from $28,862 in 1891 to $67,795 in 1892.

The office manager observed, Twain-like: “The faster installment orders came in, the faster our capital shrank, until our prosperity became embarrassing.”

Twain himself called it a “lingering suicide.”
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What had begun as a quest by author Twain to receive a fair shake from publishers had spiraled into a nightmare. Now, instead of furnishing money, his venture, Charles L. Webster & Co., was sucking up cash. Twain deferred his royalties. Livy pumped in large sums, but the company eventually had to borrow from Harlem’s Mount Morris Bank, itself on shaky ground because of a bad investment in the Chicago & Alton Railroad.

The whole country was reeling from the Panic of 1893, as the stock market had crashed in June and more than 16,000 businesses failed, and more than 2½ million men were unemployed. Credit was tight and fear great.

Twain tried to unload his publishing house on Harper & Bros. but failed. “I want to sell because I am not made for business,” he wrote. “The worry of it makes me old & robs life of its zest.”

Twain had one overriding fear: that in the chaos of his publishing house suddenly going under he might lose the copyrights to his own books, that Huckleberry Finn might wind up owned by a bank or a printer. “If they go, I am a beggar,” he wrote on August 14, 1893, to the man running his publishing house.

On Monday, September 11, 1893, he learned that a Webster Company debt note for $8,000 ($240,000 today) would be coming due in one week. He had tapped out his ability to borrow from his depressed brother-in-law, who had recently cosigned $21,000 in Mount Morris Bank loans for them. Twain had no cash but was using his Cosmopolitan magazine fee for “The Esquimaux Maiden’s Romance” to live on. He was saving more money by staying at the home of his friend Dr. Clarence Rice, throat surgeon to the Metropolitan Opera; the Century, America’s most prestigious monthly, was so squeezed it had refused to pay Twain for his new novella Pudd’nhead Wilson until it started running in November. Fred Hall, who had stopped drawing a salary, was near broke and had already borrowed $15,000 ($450,000 today) for Webster & Co. from family friends, the Barrows.

(A quick note on historical dollar values; day laborers made 15 cents an hour; a fine three-bedroom Manhattan apartment rented for $80 a month; economists suggest multiplying 1890s dollars by thirty to gain an approximate value in the early twenty-first century.)

A sudden failure could put the creditors in control, could open Twain to lawsuits by companies that might succeed in seizing his home and his books.

As Twain put it, “the billows of hell” began rolling over him. He didn’t want to go to Hartford—where people would ask embarrassing questions about why the Clemens family had not returned after two years, but he forced himself.

Twain walked over to Grand Central Depot on Tuesday evening, and under the magnificent 200-yard glass dome covering the platforms boarded a train to Hartford. He did not go to his home on Farmington Avenue, his beautiful burnt-orange confection of turrets and balconies. He visited two wealthy Hartford businessmen, longtime friends, members of the informal Friday night billiards club, Edward M. Bunce and Henry C. Robinson. He wanted to borrow $5,000.

They turned him down. He sat in the parlor of lawyer Robinson—former mayor of Hartford, twice nominated for governor—with bank executive Bunce, and the trio brainstormed for an hour. They came to the conclusion that it was hopeless; Bunce had heard of a Chicago millionaire during this Panic of 1893 who had been turned down trying to raise $600,000 on prime real estate worth four times that amount. Robinson told Twain he couldn’t borrow even $3,000 on his Farmington Avenue home, even though Twain claimed it was worth $170,000.

He later wrote to Livy: “My friends…they were not moved, not strongly interested, & I was ashamed that I went.” And Twain spent the night at the Bunces’ but informed Livy he had seen no one else in Hartford. She was obsessed with keeping their financial setbacks secret.

“The holy passion of Friendship is of so sweet & steady & loyal & enduring a nature that it will last through the whole lifetime if not asked to lend money.” He had written those lines a year earlier as a Pudd’nhead Wilson maximn.

Twain—in those days of few telephones—sent a telegram to Livy’s sister, Sue, saying, “I have no shame; the boat is sinking,” and asked for $5,000. She said she didn’t have the cash, and her banker informed her that her bonds were not negotiable in New York, but she traded a bond with her sister-in-law, Ida. She said if Twain telegraphed on Friday, she’d messenger the bond to him.

Twain and Hall walked the corridors of Wall Street, discreetly trying to find a loan. They failed. Hall told Twain that $5,000 from Sue wouldn’t save them. They needed $8,000. Twain collapsed on the bed on Wednesday night at Dr. Rice’s house, thinking he was a ruined man. With all the stress and travel, he had developed a deep, phlegmy hacking cough.

He was at the Webster offices Thursday when a messenger arrived from the plump, genial doctor. “[Dr. Rice] told me he had ventured to speak to a rich friend of his who was an admirer of mine about our straits,” wrote Twain. “I was very glad.”

Twain was told to send young Hall down to the gentleman’s office at 26 Broadway, in the Standard Oil Building, the following afternoon with their account books. Apparently, the executive had absolutely loved Roughing It, Twain’s tale of Nevada cowboys and silver mining mishaps; the executive had read it himself, then had read it aloud to his family.

Fred Hall showed up at 4 p.m. on Friday and in “six minutes” he had a check for $8,000 and their “worries were over”—temporarily.
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Twain’s new friend, worth about $50 million, was Henry Huttleston Rogers, a fifty-three-year-old vice president at Standard Oil and one of the wealthiest men in America. Their friendship would last to the very last days of each man’s life; it would disturb some of Twain’s literary brethren; many biographers would gloss over it.

Around this time, they met briefly in a drawing room at the Murray Hill Hotel. They even resembled each other, with Rogers being slightly taller but slender with ample mustache and bushy eyebrows. Rogers’s piercing blue eyes were mesmerizing, and at times distracting, during tough negotiations.

The affinity between the two men was near instant. They would quickly discover that they shared a love of Twain’s writing, of cigars, boxing matches, poker and especially billiards; both liked practical jokes, hated opera, had strong senses of humor, heavy on the sarcasm and vitriol. (Rogers kept his hidden except for a circle of close friends.)

One perceptive observer of both men thought their bond was actually anchored in a profound “mutual envy”: Twain envied Rogers’s financial prowess and his huge self-made fortune, and Rogers envied Twain’s popularity and unbuttoned irreverence.

H.H. Rogers, three years younger than Twain, spent his childhood in maritime Fairhaven, Massachusetts, working his way up from grocery store delivery boy to making a fortune in the oil industry. The nineteenth-century oil boom, with wells first geysering in Pennsylvania, centered on supplying millions of gallons of illuminating oil to fill portable lamps in unelectrified cities and in rural America, replacing Civil War–era sperm-whale oil. The market also mushroomed for oil by-products such as varnish, paints, solvents, naphtha, long before the viscous black liquid was refined into automobile fuel.

H.H. Rogers over the weekend reviewed the Webster account books Hall had brought and by Monday had a more ambitious solution for Twain’s dire cash shortage. He suggested selling the Library of American Literature and the subscription sales department to his son-in-law William Evarts Benjamin, a memorabilia dealer with a literary pedigree from his father, the poet Park Benjamin.

Why would the money-hemorrhaging Library of American Literature appeal to Rogers? There was $67,000 in uncollected subscriptions, 585 eleven-volume sets sitting in the warehouse, another 5,000 sets printed but unbound, printing plates, and a veteran sales force. Rogers and his son-in-law offered $50,000. Once the Panic ended and people could pay their bills, the property should rocket in value.

Twain was outraged by the price but didn’t share his opinion with his very new acquaintance, Rogers. Instead he unleashed his fury that Monday on a respected Oxford-educated copy editor at the Century magazine who had dared to change his punctuation in Pudd’nhead Wilson. Twain wrote Livy: “I said I didn’t care if he was an Archangel imported from Heaven, he couldn’t puke his ignorant impudence over my punctuation.” Twain restored his commas and semicolons the following day.

Twain and Hall didn’t reject Rogers’s offer outright, but they frantically tried to find a publisher willing to pay more or to buy the whole company. Hall also tried to negotiate a higher price. Both efforts failed as more scrutiny of the accounts reduced the deadbeat subscriptions to $50,000, and Rogers would value these unguaranteed debts at only 50 cents on the dollar.

Twain blamed himself; he wrote Livy his regret over not realizing three years ago that Webster & Co. couldn’t handle the expense of this gargantuan literary series. “A child should have seen it.”

When his host Dr. Rice was called away to Chicago, Twain found himself “so lonesome…that he couldn’t stand it,” so he moved into a $1.50-a-night room at the Players Club, the artists’ elegant Stanford White–designed all-male club on Gramercy Park. He said the manager gave him a “deliciously quiet” room on an upper floor with an “electric light over my pillow” which he liked exceedingly. “I am horribly homesick,” he wrote to his daughter Clara, “not for any place, but for the family.”

Twain pondered the $50,000 offer and became increasingly desperate. Webster & Co. owed more than $100,000 (equivalent to $3 million today) to various printers, binders and banks, but it also owed $66,000 in unpaid loans to Livy, and Twain himself had left about $75,000 in royalties and unclaimed profits in the company. Selling the Library of American Literature would leave a shell of a company still burdened with massive debts.
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He had another way out, but he didn’t like it.

“Sometimes I seem to foresee that I have got to go on the dreadful platform again. If I must, I must—but nothing short of absolute necessity will drive me.” By “platform,” he meant standing up onstage to do his act. Despite his great talent at it, he claimed to loathe performing for money.

“He detested the thought of lecturing at all times of his life and yet, when actually on the stage, he almost always succeeded in electrifying himself to the point of pleasure,” wrote his daughter Clara, reminiscing years later.

“It was not purely perdition for him, or rather it was perdition for only one-half of him, the author-half,” wrote W. D. Howells, “for the actor-half it was paradise.”

Twain hoped never to have to go, but he asked his wife if she would accompany him. Two weeks later, Hall and Twain accepted the $50,000 and tossed in furniture such as four rolltop desks and seven revolving chairs.





CHAPTER 2
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Printing Mogul

For 400 years since Gutenberg, printers had repeated the tedious process of hand-setting loose pieces of type, inking them and printing pages—then collecting and sorting them and doing it over again, and again. Now, the race was on, among the likes of James W. Paige, Ottmar Mergenthaler, and Joseph C. Fowler, to invent a fast automated machine, with a simple keyboard, that would lay out lines of type. This quest marked the holy grail of nineteenth-century publishing; the inventor and his investors would become fabulously wealthy, selling the devices to tens of thousands of newspapers, magazines and book publishers.

Twain now hoped to lure H.H. Rogers—deal-making plutocrat—into backing James W. Paige, a man Twain once called “the Shakespeare of mechanical invention.”

Twain had the opposite of the golden touch when it came to investing. He had passed on Alexander Graham Bell’s telephone (despite having one of the first home phones in the nation) but had sunk $42,000 into an engraving process, Kaolotype, involving impressions in white china clay that would revolutionize illustrations. (It didn’t.) He lost money on the New York Vaporizing Co., which was going to improve steam engines, handing the inventor $35 a week. “He visited me every few days to report progress and I early noticed by his breath and gait that he was spending 36 dollars a week on whisky, and I could never figure out where he got the other dollar.” He lost at least $14,500 on a steam pulley (magnified to $32,000 in his autobiography). He also lost money the old-fashioned way by buying stocks and selling at the wrong time—buying Oregon Transcontinental Railroad at $78 a share, watching it climb to $98 and selling at $12 a share. “I…don’t wish to ever look at a stock report again.”

Twain, with his vast enthusiasms, never had any patience for the minutiae of business plans. His request during one investment:

“Let Marsh send me a statement—not one of those damned incomprehensible professional-technical debtor- & -creditor enigmas, which none but the gods & bookkeepers can make head or tail of, but a plain sensible written-out statement of the case, which Jean [then age two years, thirteen days] can understand.”
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About the only successful investment for Twain was something called the Mark Twain Scrapbook. He had actually invented it: a scrapbook with pages with strips of dried glue, which, when moistened, allowed the customer easily to paste in letters, articles and photos. If he hadn’t partnered with a thief named Dan Slote, he would have reaped huge profits, but Slote went bankrupt at least twice and died before repaying a large loan.

Twain thought he knew printing, thought he knew a good investment when he saw it. Little Sammy Clemens had been a “printer’s devil,” his first job around age thirteen as an apprentice in Hannibal for the weekly Missouri Courier, picking, sorting, cleaning, inking pieces of type for room, board and two sets of clothes a year, hand-me-downs from the press owner. “I was only about half as big as [he was], consequently his shirts gave me the uncomfortable sense of living in a circus tent.”

When Twain ran away from home, he lived by doing journeyman printing jobs in St. Louis and New York. Outside of writing, Twain mastered two professions in his lifetime: piloting a Mississippi riverboat and working in a printing office. He knew the job right down to reminiscing about how the candle they shoved in the letter K box always dripped wax onto the D’s, and how whenever the boss wasn’t looking, Twain, instead of re-sorting used letters, would drop them all into the π box, with all the miscellaneous symbols.

On a Saturday in the late 1880s in Hartford, Twain was absolutely awed by how a mechanical device performed his former loathsome job. “EUREKA!” he wrote in thick bold letters in his notebook.

In one of his moon-shot mood swings, he gushed to his brother: At 12:20 this afternoon, a line of movable types was spaced and justified by machinery for the first time in the history of the world! It was done automatically—instantly—perfectly.

…and so by long odds the most amazing and extraordinary invention ever born of the brain of man stands completed and perfect. Livy is downstairs celebrating.

…All the witnesses made written record of this immense historical birth…and also set down the hour and the minute. Nobody had drank anything, and yet everybody seemed drunk. Well—dizzy, stupefied, stunned.

All the other wonderful inventions of the human brain sink pretty nearly into commonplace contrasted with this…mechanical miracle. Telephones, telegraphs, locomotives, cotton gins, sewing machines, Babbage calculators, jacquard looms….all mere toys, simplicities! The Paige Compositor marches alone and far in the lead of human inventions.

In two or three weeks, we shall work the stiffness out of her joints and have her performing as smoothly and softly as human muscles, and then we shall speak out the big secret and let the world come and gaze.
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The “two or three weeks” kept rolling into two or three more weeks, then months.

The mechanical challenge was immense: to press one of the 108 letter/number/or symbol keys, send a small piece of type into line after line, and then afterwards return those pieces of type to the proper channels. Making the job much harder was “justifying” each line, that is, creating equal spaces between the words so the lines would end evenly.

An operator would set the length of the line for a book or newspaper column, then the machine would calculate the number of upcoming words that could fit comfortably in that line and insert the proper space dividers. Say the line was four inches wide and seven words could fit with a half inch left over; the machine would “know” that seven words needed six spaces and would divide the half inch by six and insert a 1/12th-inch spacer between words. (This is why Twain thought the machine could “think.”) All these spacers, some varying by only 5/1000ths of an inch, also needed to be returned to the proper channels. It is not surprising the machine needed 18,000 movable parts.

Paige received his first typesetter patent in 1874; in two decades, he had run through four sets of backers. Twain first invested in 1880, when a Hartford jeweler with whom he played billiards offered him some stock. The inventor had his workshop at the massive Colt Firearms factory, along the Connecticut River, famous for miles around for its royal-blue-and-gold onion dome. Those backers ran out of money, and then Twain and Connecticut lawyer William Hamersley stepped in, with Twain signing a spectacularly naive contract that granted him profits only if he paid for all expenses until the completion of the machine.

The immensely complicated device was always one tweak from perfection. Twain had already written The Gilded Age in 1873 in collaboration with Charles Dudley Warner and had unknowingly foreshadowed the Paige typesetter.


And there in Kentucky, when [Colonel Sellers] raked up that old numskull that had been inventing away at a perpetual motion machine for twenty-two years, and Beriah Sellers saw at a glance where just one more little cog-wheel would settle the business, why I could see it as plain as day when he came in wild at midnight and hammered us out of bed and told the whole thing in a whisper with the doors bolted and the candle in an empty barrel.

Oceans of money in it—anybody could see that. But it did cost a deal to buy the old numskull out—and then when they put the new cog wheel in they’d overlooked something somewhere and it wasn’t any use—the troublesome thing wouldn’t go.
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That was Paige in a nutshell, always one cogwheel away, or sometimes the cogwheel briefly seemed to pop into place, miraculously, seducing Twain all over again.

Twain, then earning solid royalties, spent up to $4,000 a month funding Paige—including the manufacturing, now at Pratt & Whitney; the drafting of the longest patent application in U.S. history (417 pages and 856 drawings); the Paige lifestyle that featured a beautiful “small, plump and well-formed” actress as mistress. The author funded the enterprise until he had squandered about $170,000 (about $5 million nowadays).

Paige then found a set of New York City backers, who because of Paige’s factory location, called themselves the Connecticut Company; when they refused to pony up another penny, Paige—an enthusiastic hummingbird of a man—found a Midwest manufacturer, Towner K. Webster, to back him and build a custom factory in Chicago. In the Panic of 1893, that company also ran out of money. “What a talker he is,” Twain once wrote of Paige. “He could persuade a fish to come out and take a walk with him.”

[image: ][image: ]

Now H.H. Rogers, after discussing the Paige typesetter with several experts in the field who had witnessed exhibitions, decided that he would try to back it.

Paige, over two decades, had created a tangled mess of contradictory contracts assigning shares of profit and royalties per machine produced, and another mess with foreign rights. Twain, for instance, was convinced he still owned a “handsome” share of European sales.

Complicating matters, the main rival, the Mergenthaler Linotype, was already being used in the New York Tribune newsroom and dozens of other printing places nationwide. It could not match the Paige prototype for speed, but it was more trustworthy and had the advantage of actually being manufactured, refined and sold.

H.H. Rogers, with Twain’s help, gathered the New York investors and the remaining Connecticut sponsors to meet in New York at the Murray Hill Hotel on December 4, 1893. In a daydreamy entry in his notebook that night, the author described himself as having a three-year option to decide whether to accept a quarter million dollars in cash or a half million in stock.

Rogers scheduled another meeting and schooled Twain on how to play a small con on the rest of the investors. He told Twain to inform them that Rogers was on the verge of backing out and Twain would need a guaranteed share bonus before trying to keep Rogers aboard. The ruse worked—even though Rogers never had any intention of leaving.

Twain described to Livy how much he enjoyed watching H.H. in action, negotiating to set up the brand-new $5 million Paige Compositor Company that would supersede all previous companies. “Well, Livy darling, it is better than a circus…it was beautiful to see Mr. Rogers apply his probe & his bung-starter & remorselessly let the wind & the water from the so-called ‘assets’ of these companies.”

Twain clearly enjoyed watching his Wall Street maestro flatten these men who had pummeled Twain. H.H. “sweetly and courteously…stripped away all the rubbish” and reduced the value of the “whole gaudy enterprise” from several million to $276,000. Then he said: “Gentlemen, I am prepared to listen to a proposition from you to furnish capital.”

The room was silent. They eventually asked that their shares be valued at 50 cents on the dollar in the new company. H.H. announced they would take a break till the following morning. He told Twain the other side would be glad to get 12 cents, but he would offer 20 cents. He predicted they would have a hard time hiding how pleased they were.

Casual observers of Twain might find surprising his instant friendship with a notorious robber baron, nicknamed Hell Hound Rogers, but actually Twain savored the friendship of wealthy men, such as Andrew Carnegie and Stanford White; he sat in their boxes at prizefights; he teased them in ways few others dared.

On December 21, 1893, around 1 p.m., Twain and H.H. Rogers took a ferry across the Hudson and boarded the train at Penn Station (then in Jersey City) to set off on a whirlwind trip to Chicago to convince James W. Paige to forsake all previous claims and accept the terms of the new company.

They boarded the 2 p.m. “fast train,” scheduled to reach Chicago in twenty-five hours, hurtling at more than thirty miles per hour. Their private car, attached at the end, featured a “darling back porch—railed, roofed and roomy.” The two men had met three months earlier but had never spent extended periods of time together, beyond a negotiation or a dinner party.

Twain wrote Livy that although they had plenty of reading material, they talked almost constantly till midnight, both going and returning. Occasionally, the men would plot strategy for the upcoming negotiations. H.H. would muse aloud about deal points, and Twain reported his role was to pace, smoke and agree.

The car, on loan from a railroad executive, featured a sitting room, four overstuffed armchairs and two sofas that pulled out into beds, a dining area and also a bedroom. They ate canvasback duck for dinner, with claret and champagne served. A bit later Twain drank a hot scotch.

Around midnight, they discussed sleeping arrangements. Twain examined the bed and judged it much wider than the couches. He then judged himself a trifle wider than H.H. Rogers, so he claimed the bed.
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H.H., elegant and even-keeled, met Paige, the effervescent temperamental inventor. It was no contest. Twain advised H.H. to remain low-key, which would prevent any confusing hysterics from Paige. As H.H. walked in, he overheard Paige’s lawyer counseling Paige to accept “this golden opportunity—the best one by long odds you have ever had, & possibly the last one you will ever have, for you are bankrupt, deep in debt, without credit, & without a friend or a well-wisher in the world as far as I know.”

Paige conceded every point until the topic came to cold cash. Besides the stocks, the deal offered him $5,000 a year in salary. He wanted $36,000 and money to pay his immediate debts. H.H. didn’t budge, and he and Twain boarded the 5 p.m. “Limited” that same day back to New York. As Twain explained to Livy, “Paige is the only one who can’t wait.”

H.H.’s private carriage awaited them in Jersey City; they rode in comfort onto the ferry, and H.H. dropped Twain off at the Players Club. Both men expected Paige to cave. Twain sent a telegram to his family in Paris: “Merry Xmas! Promising progress made in Chicago.”

Word arrived from Chicago that Paige was ready to sign, with just a few not-so-niggling demands: $7,000 up front, $7,200-a-year salary and the new company must assume two of his debts—$8,000 to Pratt & Whitney and $70,000 to a businessman in Hartford named Newton Case.

On the morning of December 28, Twain received a hopeful telegram that Paige was strongly leaning toward signing. In an exuberant mood that night, Twain attended a dinner party for a dozen people, including Mr. and Mrs. H.H. Rogers, at Dr. Rice’s elegant townhouse near Gramercy Park. At 10 p.m., sixty people arrived and sat in camp chairs in the library. Twain, his back to the roaring fire in the fireplace, delivered “The Californian’s Tale”—a plaintive story about a lonely prospector who can’t wrap his mind around the tragedy that befell him when he lost his wife. A masterful storyteller who slipped into the voices of the characters, Twain mesmerized this audience for more than an hour. “Now I tell you it was a good time, & everybody said so, in the most outspoken way,” he wrote Livy at 1:30 a.m. “I don’t know when I have so enjoyed hearing myself talk.”

Pudd’nhead Wilson was also running to raves in the Century.

The New Year, 1894, brought more of the waiting-for-Paige-to-surrender game; Paige would counteroffer, Rogers would reject; Twain would anguish.

Livy desperately missed “Youth” (her affectionate nickname for Twain) and implored him to come reunite with the family in Paris at the earliest possible moment, especially since both Livy and daughter Susy were ill.

On January 12, H.H. Rogers’s patience with Paige ran out. He sent a “courteous but firm” telegram, demanding a yes or no answer to their proposal.

On January 15, 1894, Paige agreed to sign. Twain discovered the telegram when he returned to his room at midnight. He played billiards in a fog for over an hour.


I came up to my room & began to undress, & then, suddenly & without warning the realization burst upon me & overwhelmed me: I and mine, who were paupers an hour ago are rich now & our troubles are over! I walked the floor for half an hour in a storm of excitement. Once or twice I wanted to sit down & cry. You see, the intense strain of three months & a half of daily and nightly work & thought & hope & fear had been suddenly taken away, & the sense of release & delivery & joy knew no way to express itself.



It’s no coincidence that Twain’s next entry in his notebook was: “There are people who can do all fine & heroic things but one—keep from telling their happiness to the unhappy.”

Paige finally signed on Wednesday, January 31. Twain sent a telegram to be placed on Livy’s breakfast plate on Friday, February 2, 1894, the date of their twenty-fourth wedding anniversary. “Wedding-news: Our ship is safe in port. I sail the moment Rogers can spare me.”

Livy replied: “We rejoice with you & congratulate you on your well-earned success.”





CHAPTER 3
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Safe Eggs and Broken Eggs

Twain in his notebook wrote a quote from his friend Andrew Carnegie: “Put all your eggs in one basket—& watch that basket.”

He and Rogers had pinned Paige down, but Twain’s troubles were not over. He increasingly worried that his faltering publishing company might undermine all his plans. What if Charles L. Webster & Co. collapsed and creditors seized all his assets, including his life-changing, fortune-making stock in the Paige typesetter?

Twain made a quick notation to ask lawyers about taking Webster into receivership; he also reminded himself to ask about converting the publishing company into a limited partnership or a corporation. Above all, he wanted to sell it, and the Century seemed quite interested if it could become the exclusive publisher of Mark Twain.

Twain’s notebooks around this time seem buoyed by a renewed sense of playfulness. He was brimming with maxims: “Familiarity breeds contempt & children.” “If you tell the truth, you don’t have to remember anything.” “Noise proves nothing. Often a hen who has merely laid an egg cackles as if she had laid an asteroid.”

Invitations flooded in: he dined at the best homes; he attended a prizefight. He played billiards one night at H.H. Rogers’s mansion on 57th Street, then attended a male-only artists’ soiree at a photographer’s studio till 4 a.m. with the likes of “electrician” Nikola Tesla (who had taken a famous photo of Twain) and journalist Richard Harding Davis, who sang Kipling’s “Road to Mandalay,” and the world’s most famous French stage actor, Benoît-Constant Coquelin. (The actor imitated an Englishman trying to speak French. “It nearly killed the fifteen or twenty people who understood it.”) Mario Ancona, head tenor at the Met, sang half a dozen songs; the handsome actor John Drew gave a tribute to Twain, who rewarded the crowd with a story.

Twain wrote very long letters every few days to his wife, and she must have tallied up his calendar of events. “Mamma, dear, I don’t go everywhere—I decline most things,” he wrote Livy. “But there are plenty that I can’t well get out of; I will remember what you say & not make my yarning too common.” (Although Twain had a large repertoire of stories, he sometimes fell back on the same handful: stealing his first watermelon, the botched christening and the slave ghost story.)

Livy often feared that her husband might ignore some important tenet of polite society, such as properly thanking Rogers. So on February 14 she wrote from Paris directly to H.H.: “I intend that some of the things he says about you get to your ears.” So she quoted Twain’s letter to her.


Yes at two p.m. yesterday we were paupers and five minutes later we were rich people. It is a miracle and a quite dramatic one. And who achieved it for us? Who has saved us from separations, unendurable toil on the platform, and public bankruptcy? Henry Rogers.

And he was the only man in America who both could and cheerfully would. His name is music in my ear.

Assemble the family now and drink long life and happiness to Henry Rogers.
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Twain was especially pleased that Rogers never made him feel the weight of the obligation. The author was genuinely baffled when Rogers—a confident, direct man—suddenly grew tongue-tied when asking a favor for his ailing wife. Would Twain come up in ten days on Washington’s birthday to help dedicate a new ornate Town Hall the Rogers family had built in Fairhaven, Massachusetts, a three-day trip?


He was as shy & diffident about it as if he were asking me to commit suicide; but said Mrs. Rogers was afraid it was asking too much of me & was sure she could never get up the courage to do it; so she had entreated him to do it for her. Think of that! Why, if they should ask me to swim the Atlantic I would at least try.
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The dedication speech—despite minus-five-degree temperature—went off seamlessly. Twain was a master of this sort of public appearance. He said the marble-columned building would speak eloquently for at least 100 years; he was good for only forty.

Negotiations to sell Webster to Century were dragging along. Twain was already trying to sell some of his shares in Paige; he talked London theater manager Bram Stoker (future author of Dracula) into buying twenty shares on a slow-payment plan. But Twain needed cash. And Livy had a hard-and-fast rule that he must never accept gifts of money from anybody, especially not H.H. Rogers.

So Twain accepted the chance to perform with popular comic storyteller-versifier James Whitcomb Riley at Madison Square Garden: $250 for thirty minutes each night. Heavy snowfall on February 26 and 27 left the theater half full, which Twain always took as a personal insult. A third night was scheduled at Chickering Hall for March 3 and it sold out. He told of his first duel in Nevada, his knack for tormenting interviewers with contradictory facts, and then a ghost story. Some newspaper reviewers favored Riley, who recited his sentimental Civil War poem “Good-bye Jim.” Twain berated himself for botching these performances; his timing was off. This fiasco just hardened him against having to mount the platform for money.

With that infusion of funds from H.H. Rogers, the Paige typesetter workshop in Chicago had reopened, with fifty-four men working under engineer Charles Davis. Paige had failed to display his machine at the World’s Fair, but the goal was now to run a test at the Chicago Herald as soon as possible. Once the machine passed the test, selling stock would be easy.

Twain still stood at risk if Webster & Co. collapsed. But he had already booked passage on a steamship sailing March 7 to Southampton, and then on to France.

H.H. Rogers—one of the finest financial gamesmen of the era—came up with a solution, worthy of a man dubbed “The Artful Dodger” by the Wall Street Journal for his ability to avoid prosecution. Wall Street veteran Rogers recommended that Mark Twain immediately transfer all of his assets, including his book copyrights and his Paige stock, to his wife, Livy.

The maneuver would mark a classic hedge but also a fraudulent transfer. If Webster went under, creditors would find Twain had no assets. If Webster and Paige survived, the assets could be shifted back to Twain. No one would need to know that they had ever been moved.

On March 6, 1894, Samuel L. Clemens signed over broad power of attorney to Henry H. Rogers to handle all his business affairs. One John Flynn of Brooklyn notarized the signature. Two of H.H. Rogers’s children accompanied Twain to the pier the following day. H.H. sent a cablegram to Paris allowing Twain to draw up to $1,000 in his name.

On March 9, 1894, H.H. Rogers, acting as attorney-in-fact, signed a tightly reasoned four-page legalese-laden document on Twain’s behalf. It stated that Olivia L. Clemens had loaned her husband an unspecified sum to invest in the Paige typesetter and loaned Webster & Co. more than $70,000, with $65,146 in debt notes. It stated Olivia L. Clemens desired a “settlement” and that therefore Samuel L. Clemens does “hereby sell, assign, transfer and set over” all his “capital stock of the said Paige Compositor” and all future stock issues, also any patents, rental fees, sales of any typesetting, distributing or justifying devices…as well as all the “copy-rights upon the various books written by me”…and all dramatic rights. “I do further authorize, empower and direct each and every of the publishers of my books and stories to pay over to said Olivia L. Clemens all moneys due.” He also granted her the right to sue in his name to recover moneys owed.

The document was signed by Rogers and witnessed by his executive assistant. Twain (via Rogers) had signed over everything of value he possessed to his wife.
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Twain reached Paris on March 15, 1894, and reunited with his wife and two of his three daughters after six and a half months apart, the longest separation of their marriage. If a major objective of the Clemens family’s self-exile to Europe was saving money, they made a curious hotel choice: the Brighton at 218 Rue de Rivoli, opposite the Tuileries Gardens, was a fine upscale hotel that served them meals in their suite of rooms.

Twain repeatedly mentioned regretting the scrimping and saving he inflicted on his family during this period. He also mentioned a family budget in Paris of $1,000 a month and European summer spa budget of $1,700 a month. Most Americans of that era would have loved to scrimp and save at that rate. Twain’s brother Orion lived for years in Keokuk, Iowa, on $100 a month and was able to survive on $50 a month.

Medical bills and music lessons, carriage rides (since Livy rarely could walk 100 yards), meals (since she never cooked), a maid and a tutor boosted the family expenses, as did attending opera and theater. Livy was now undergoing expensive “electrical treatment” at one of Paris’s premier clinics for her weak heart, nerves, gout. Technicians attached moistened sponges to deliver the tingling current to various body parts. She thought the treatment was helping.

Twain never begrudged her spending a single penny and always berated himself for any cutbacks she had to endure.

Livy had grown up quite wealthy and had inherited one third of a $1 million fortune in 1870, the first year of her marriage to Twain. Some of it was tied up in the now-beleaguered Langdon coal company, but some she had received in lump sums from various investments, such as $50,000 in 1882 when they built their Hartford home.

Youngest daughter, Jean, thirteen, was just starting to show signs of the erratic behavior that was later diagnosed as absence seizures and epilepsy.

Eldest daughter, Susy, was just celebrating her twenty-second birthday. Thin, excitable, often moody like her father, she suffered frequent illnesses, sometimes diagnosed as “neurasthenia” or “weak lungs.” She fought her tendency toward introspection and listlessness. She wrote Clara that year:


The world looks so attractive when one has something to do! I have written out a program of occupations for the future as follows: 1. Singing. 2. Acting. 3. Singing teaching. 4. Study of languages. 5. Guitar playing[.] 6. Possibly writing. That does tolerably well don’t you think so? I take a cold sponge bath and do gymnastics every morning and am leading an altogether virtuous and exemplary life inspired by your example.



Precocious Susy back at age thirteen had written a biography of her father that is unfailingly perceptive. She asked why he didn’t go to church every Sunday.


He told me the other day that he couldn’t bear to hear anyone talk but himself, but that he could listen to himself for hours without getting tired, of course he said this in joke, but I’ve no [doubt] it was founded on truth.



She also, like her mother and both her sisters, hoped that “Papa” would be hailed as a serious writer. (He planned to resume writing his next book, Personal Recollections of Joan of Arc, that year.)


How I hate that name [Mark Twain]! I should like never to hear it again! My father should not be satisfied with it! He should not be known by it! He should show himself the great writer that he is, not merely a funny man. Funny! That’s all the people see in him—a maker of funny speeches!



[image: ][image: ]

The greatest writer of American boyhood was surrounded by women who craved him to be a more literary, highbrow writer.

After just one week with his family in Paris, he received an urgent message from H.H. Rogers to return to attend to the problems of the Webster publishing company, which might need bankruptcy protection. Twain delayed two weeks, then left April 7 to return to the United States. Livy immediately wrote a letter imploring him to find some way to save his publishing company. She called their recent three weeks together “an angel’s visit.”

He reached New York on Saturday, April 14, just as the crisis was about to break. Twain’s partner, Fred Hall, had rented out much of their swank Fifth Avenue office space to save money, but over the past few weeks, several creditors were clamoring to be paid immediately. As Twain put it, only the name of H.H. Rogers had kept them at bay. Rogers came to the Webster offices on Monday, April 16, and examined the accounts and wrote checks totaling $2,613.

Twain had Livy’s words echoing in his head, and he implored Rogers to find some means to save the company.

Mount Morris Bank had two $5,000 loans coming due within a week and wanted to be paid in full. Rogers wanted the bank to roll over the loans so that only the 6% interest would be due.

Fred Hall contacted the bank’s lawyer, Daniel Whitford, who had often stepped in to help Webster get a rollover. Hall approached Whitford, who said the best he could do was get the bank to loan an additional $1,000 at 6% to Webster & Co. if the company would pay the $10,000 in full. The bank had just elected a new board of directors and appointed a new president, a seventy-year-old millionaire art collector, William H. Payne. The new man wouldn’t budge.

Twain said the bank was “crowding” H.H. Rogers, trying to bully him.

What no one knew for eight months, until the story broke in the newspapers in December, was that respectable Mount Morris Bank, in its beautiful Renaissance-style building on 125th Street, stood on the verge of collapse. The previous president had overinvested in Evansville & Terre Haute Railroad, which had plummeted and caused the bank to have insufficient capital. (The New York State bank examiner would discover the shortfall in July.) Payne, a very successful grain merchant trying to clean up the mess, demanded $10,000.

On the morning of April 18, Fred Hall came to H.H. Rogers’s office at 26 Wall Street expecting to receive a check. Instead, he discovered that Twain and Rogers had secretly hired the firm of Stern & Rushmore to take the company into a form of bankruptcy. Hall, who was a one-third partner, was shocked; he pleaded. He was ignored. “[Hall] could hardly keep from crying” when he signed the official papers, Twain noted. “I half thought he would go off & drown himself.” The stealth was key; a creditor could have sued for nonpayment and a judge could have frozen the assets of Webster; this way, Webster had more control.

Technically, Webster filed for “Assignment for Benefit of Creditors” under New York State law. (There was no federal bankruptcy law then; the United States Congress had allowed the bankruptcy law to lapse in 1878 and would not pass a new one until 1898.) H.H. Rogers chose a young lawyer at Stern & Rushmore (40 Wall Street), with the impressive name of Bainbridge Colby, to serve as assignee to handle assets and debits and forge a repayment plan.

In its most simplified form, modern United States bankruptcy law allows a judge/referee to set a reasonable percentage amount of the verified debts to be paid equally to the creditors, in exchange for the debtor getting a fresh start.

In contrast, the New York State law of “assignment” prevailing in 1894 was much less generous. Basically, the lawyer/assignee would assemble the creditors and suggest a settlement; each could vote to participate or not. The concept was that an orderly assessment of assets and fair distribution of payments would benefit all parties. No one would be favored.

None of them yet knew that Samuel L. Clemens, the only partner in Webster with any money, had already transferred all his assets to his wife. Fred Hall had $136 in his bank account.

The news of the Webster collapse broke loud. The front page of the New York Tribune proclaimed: FAILURE OF MARK TWAIN; San Francisco Call: MARK TWAIN FAILS; Washington [D.C.] Times: NO HUMOR HERE; Brooklyn Eagle: NO JOKE. Pulitzer’s leviathan New York World, with a circulation of 500,000, announced MARK TWAIN’S ASSIGNMENT while the New York Times (with only a 15,000 circulation) stated MARK TWAIN’S COMPANY IN TROUBLE. The news, thanks to the telegraph, was immediately picked up nationwide: Salt Lake Herald, Omaha Daily Bee, Los Angeles Herald, to name a few.

His humiliation was very public. Mark Twain had enjoyed a spectacular literary career and was thought to be a shrewd, wealthy businessman. Reporters seemed baffled. “The assignment was a complete surprise,” declared one newspaper. No one could quite make sense of it, especially since Fred Hall had told the Bradstreet financial agency in January that Mark Twain had $400,000 outside of the firm.

Twain was nabbed for a quick comment outside the Players Club. He told reporters he had other business investments and would survive this setback. The New York Times tracked down Bainbridge Colby, who pegged the firm’s debts at about $80,000 and said he thought if the creditors would agree to wait for payment and allow the firm to continue, it could come close to paying the debts in full. He would present a plan.

He did point out: “Such property as Mr. Clemens has is, of course, liable for the co-partnership debts but I am unable to accurately state at present the extent of his personal property.” When pressed, Colby declared: “I do not think he has very much.”

The Brooklyn Eagle ran an op-ed piece:


Mark Twain’s latest is not a joke. C.L. Webster…made an assignment, which is expected to carry all of Mr. Clemens’ property with it. It is not yet known how much the creditors will get. A far larger circle of readers, friends and admirers of the humorist will be concerned…that Mark himself is expected to have, indeed, already has, nothing. It is another case of a shrewd and bright observer of things missing a moral which he could readily have taught to other people.



Livy was crushed by the news. A cablegram reached her in Paris on Friday, April 19, then the following morning a squib appeared in an international paper, Galignani’s Messenger.

She wrote to her adopted sister, Susan L. Crane, in Elmira, New York, that Mr. Rogers could find no other way out.


But I have a perfect horror and heart-sickness over it. I cannot get away from the feeling that business failure means disgrace. I suppose it will always mean that to me. We have put a great deal of money into the concern, and perhaps there would have been nothing but to keep putting it in and losing it. We certainly now have not much to lose. We might have mortgaged the house; that was the only thing I could think of to do. Mr. Clemens felt that there would never be any end, and perhaps he was right….Sue, if you were to see me you would see that I have grown old very fast during this last year. I have wrinkled. Most of the time I want to lie down and cry. Everything seems to me so impossible. I do not make things go very well, and I feel that my life is an absolute and irretrievable failure. Perhaps I am thankless, but I so often feel that I should like to give it up and die.



Twain privately claimed to be “relieved” by the “assignment” and said that numerous friends told him it was a standard business procedure. But he knew his wife would not be pleased. He dashed off upbeat letters, which would take a week to ten days to reach Paris. “Well, dearheart, I read everything the newspapers had to say about it yesterday on my way to Hartford, & discovered not one unkind or unpleasant or fault-finding remark,” he wrote on Friday, April 20. “As I hadn’t done anything to be ashamed of, I wasn’t ashamed; so I didn’t avoid anybody but talked with everybody I knew on the train.”

In another letter, he reported to her that John Mackay, a silver mining and transatlantic cable multimillionaire, had paid a visit and told him: “Don’t let it disturb you, Sam—we all have to do it at one time or another; it’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

He reported Poultney Bigelow, a fellow writer often at the Players Club, handed him a check for $1,000, which he refused. His lecture agent, Major James B. Pond, immediately approached him to go out on tour. “I hope your business troubles will not break you down,” wrote Pond. “It comes hard at this stage of the game but with your vigor of mind and body I cannot imagine a better equipped veteran for a hard fight.” Twain also informed Livy that a stranger had offered to take up a dollar collection for them.

In Hartford, friends congratulated him for bearing misfortune well, but he told Livy they didn’t realize how “blithe” he felt at having the business burdens lifted.


Except when I think of you, dear heart—then I am not blithe; for I seem to see you grieving and ashamed, and dreading to look people in the face….You only seem to see rout, retreat and dishonored colors dragging in the dirt—whereas none of these things exist.



Livy had grown up in the rarefied atmosphere of the mansion of Jervis Langdon; he was a teetotaler, pious, a nonsmoker and non-blasphemer, a staunch abolitionist who personally helped slaves escape via the Underground Railroad. She never once witnessed her father’s predatory practices that forced rival coal transporters out of business. Livy had a very idealized view of business conduct, and she would firmly hold her husband to it.

The time came for Bainbridge Colby, along with H.H. Rogers and Twain, to meet with the principal creditors and inform them that Twain had preemptively shifted all his assets to his wife. They were informed that he had done so because she was the company’s largest creditor, having loaned it more than $70,000. In exchange, Olivia Clemens was relinquishing all claims. No record exists of the creditors’ reaction except that three of the largest creditors—Mount Morris Bank ($29,500), the Barrows family ($15,000), and Thomas Russell, bookbinders ($5,000)—eventually filed lawsuits.

In bankruptcy law, Twain’s behavior is known as giving preferential treatment to one creditor.

Livy, once she understood the situation, considered this extremely unfair to the other creditors and voiced her concern immediately. Twain replied: “Nobody finds the slightest fault with my paying you with all my property. There is nothing shady or improper about it. We make no concealment of it.”

She was not convinced, and wanted to give the creditors their house, even though it was currently worth only a fraction of its value. She wanted Twain to sign away some book royalties. He replied.


My darling,

I note carefully everything you say in your [letter]….I note it reverently & lovingly, honoring you & loving you for what you say & for the high position which you take. You can take no other position; I would not wish you to take any other, I could not bear to have you take any other. My own position must necessarily differ from yours in one or two details. My first duty is to you & the children—my second is to those others. I must protect you first—protect you against yourself.



On May 3, 1894, Twain and Colby met privately at 40 Wall Street with the new president of Mount Morris Bank, Payne, and the bank’s lawyer, Daniel Whitford. H.H. counseled Twain to say little, be courteous, and avoid losing his temper. “Hard conditions,” he later called them.

Twain privately believed that half of his $29,500 bank debt was “bogus,” that the bank or Fred Hall had tricked him into signing what he thought were renewals of $15,000 but were actually a new set of loans for that
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