


  1.


  “A BLOODY MASSACRE”
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    Mark Twain wrote this brief sketch for Virginia City’s Territorial Enterprise when he was a news reporter in Nevada in 1863; it may be his most macabre story. It’s certainly one of his bloodiest pieces of writing, and it’s definitely not for the squeamish!
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  From Abram Curry, who arrived here yesterday afternoon from Carson [City], we have learned the following particulars concerning the bloody massacre which was committed in Ormsby county night before last. It seems that during the past six months a man named P. Hopkins, or Philip Hopkins, has been residing with his family in the old log house just at the edge of the great pine forest, which lies between Empire City and Dutch Nick’s. The family consisted of nine children—five girls and four boys—the oldest of the group, Mary, being nineteen years old, and the youngest, Tommy, about a year and a half. Twice in the past two months Mrs. Hopkins, while visiting in Carson, expressed fears concerning the sanity of her husband, remarking that of late he had been subject to fits of violence, and that during the prevalence of one of these he had threatened to take her life. It was Mrs. Hopkins’ misfortune to be given to exaggeration, however, and but little attention was paid to what she said.


  About ten o’clock on Monday evening Hopkins dashed into Carson on horseback, with his throat cut from ear to ear, and bearing in his hand a reeking scalp from which the warm, smoking blood was still dripping, and fell in a dying condition in front of the Magnolia saloon. Hopkins expired in the course of five minutes, without speaking. The long red hair of the scalp he bore marked it as that of Mrs. Hopkins. A number of citizens, headed by Sheriff Gasherie, mounted at once and rode down to Hopkins’ house, where a ghastly scene met their gaze. The scalpless corpse of Mrs. Hopkins lay across the threshold, with her head split open and her right hand almost severed from the wrist. Near her lay the ax with which the murderous deed had been committed. In one of the bedrooms six of the children were found, one in bed, and the others scattered about the floor. They were all dead. Their brains had evidently been dashed out with a club, and every mark about them seemed to have been made with a blunt instrument. The children must have struggled hard for their lives, as articles of clothing and broken furniture were strewn about the room in the upmost confusion. Julia and Emma, aged respectively, fourteen and seventeen, were found in the kitchen, bruised and insensible, but it is thought their recovery is possible. The eldest girl, Mary, must have taken refuge, in her terror, in the garret, as her body was found there, frightfully, mutilated, and the knife with which her wounds had been inflicted still sticking in her side. The two girls, Julia and Emma, who had recovered sufficiently to be able to talk yesterday morning, state that their father knocked them down with a billet of wood and stamped on them. They think they were the first attacked. They further state that Hopkins had shown evidence of derangement all day, but had exhibited no violence. He flew into a passion and attempted to murder them because they advised him to go to bed and compose his mind.
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    His throat slashed from ear to ear, Hopkins starts to collapse after riding four miles from his home to the town’s Magnolia Saloon.


  Curry says Hopkins was about forty-two years of age, and a native of Western Pennsylvania; he was always affable and polite, and until very recently we had never heard of his ill treating his family. He had been a heavy owner in the best mines of Virginia [City] and Gold Hill, but when the San Francisco newspapers exposed the game of cooking dividends in order to bolster up our stocks he grew afraid and sold out, and invested to an immense amount in the Spring Valley Water Company of San Francisco. He was advised to do this by a relative of his, one of the editors of the San Francisco Bulletin, who had suffered pecuniarily by the dividend-cooking scheme as applied to Daney Mining Company recently. Hopkins had not long ceased to own in the various claims on the Comstock lead, however, when several dividends were cooked on his newly acquired property, their water totally dried up, and Spring Valley stock went down to nothing. It is presumed that this misfortune drove him mad and resulted in his killing himself and the greater portion of his family. The newspapers of San Francisco permitted this water company to go on borrowing money and cooking dividends, under cover of which cunning financiers crept out of the tottering concern, leaving the crash to come upon poor and unsuspecting stockholders, without offering to expose the villainy at work. We hope the fearful massacre detailed above may prove the saddest result of their silence.


  —“A Bloody Massacre Near Carson” (1863)

  
  [image: chpt_fig_001]


  Readers of this grisly tale may be pleased to learn that it is a complete hoax, even though the Territorial Enterprise originally published it as a legitimate news story. Mark Twain wrote it to call attention to shady dealings in a San Francisco water company by claiming that one of its investors was driven mad by its stock-cooking schemes. Other West Coast newspapers reprinted the story, accepting it as authentic news, and Mark Twain’s reputation as a serious journalist took a dive, despite his quickly issuing an apologetic explanation. Seven years later, he published a fuller explanation, which called attention to such details as the story’s geographical absurdities and the fact that Hopkins—the man who murdered his family—was a well-known bachelor who had no family. And for those unfamiliar with western Nevada’s residents and geography, he pointed out the most obvious absurdity of all: that any man who slashed his throat—a wound that “would kill an elephant in the twinkling of an eye”—could not jump on a horse and ride four miles before dropping dead.
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  2.


   “THE GHOST WHO MADE AN ASS OF HIMSELF”
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     Around the year 1870, America was abuzz with excitement about the discovery in upstate New York of a petrified human body that came to be known as the “Cardiff Giant.” Confronting the ten-and-one-half-foot tall ghost of that giant in a dark unfamiliar room would unnerve anyone, even if the “giant” proved to be a hoax—and Mark Twain, as we’ve seen, loved hoaxes. Here he describes meeting that ghost in a spooky hotel in New York City, not far from the museum in which showman P. T. Barnum housed the giant itself.
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Itook a large room, far up Broadway, in a huge old building whose upper stories had been wholly unoccupied for years, until I came. The place had long been given up to dust and cobwebs, to solitude and silence. I seemed groping among the tombs and invading the privacy of the dead, that first night I climbed up to my quarters. For the first time in my life a superstitious dread came over me; and as I turned a dark angle of the stairway and an invisible cobweb swung its lazy woof in my face and clung there, I shuddered as one who had encountered a phantom.


  I was glad enough when I reached my room and locked out the mould and the darkness. A cheery fire was burning in the grate, and I sat down before it with a comforting sense of relief. For two hours I sat there, thinking of bygone times; recalling old scenes, and summoning half-forgotten faces out of the mists of the past; listening, in fancy, to voices that long ago grew silent for all time, and to once familiar songs that nobody sings now. And as my reverie softened down to a sadder and sadder pathos, the shrieking of the winds outside softened to a wail, the angry beating of the rain against the panes diminished to a tranquil patter, and one by one the noises in the street subsided, until the hurrying footsteps of the last belated straggler died away in the distance and left no sound behind.


  The fire had burned low. A sense of loneliness crept over me. I arose and undressed, moving on tip-toe about the room, doing stealthily what I had to do, as if I were environed by sleeping enemies whose slumbers it would be fatal to break. I covered up in bed, and lay listening to the rain and wind and the faint creaking of distant shutters, till they lulled me to sleep.


  I slept profoundly, but how long I do not know. All at once I found myself awake, and filled with a shuddering expectancy. All was still. All but my own heart—I could hear it beat. Presently the bed clothes began to slip away slowly toward the foot of the bed, as if some one were pulling them! I could not stir; I could not speak. Still the blankets slipped deliberately away, till my breast was uncovered. Then with a great effort I seized them and drew them over my head. I waited, listened, waited. Once more that steady pull began, and once more I lay torpid a century of dragging seconds till my breast was naked again. At last I roused my energies and snatched the covers back to their place and held them with a strong grip. I waited. By and by I felt a faint tug, and took a fresh grip. The tug strengthened to a steady strain—it grew stronger and stronger. My hold parted, and for the third time the blankets slid away. I groaned. An answering groan came from the foot of the bed! Beaded drops of sweat stood upon my forehead. I was more dead than alive. Presently I heard a heavy footstep in my room—the step of an elephant, it seemed to me—it was not like anything human. But it was moving from me—there was relief in that. I heard it approach the door—pass out without moving bolt or lock—and wander away among the dismal corridors, straining the floors and joists till they creaked again as it passed—and then silence reigned once more.


  When my excitement had calmed, I said to myself, “This is a dream—simply a hideous dream.” And so I lay thinking it over until I convinced myself that it was a dream, and then a comforting laugh relaxed my lips and I was happy again. I got up and struck a light; and when I found that the locks and bolts were just as I had left them, another soothing laugh welled in my heart and rippled from my lips. I took my pipe and lit it, and was just sitting down before the fire, when—down went the pipe out of my nerveless fingers, the blood forsook my cheeks, and my placid breathing was cut short with a gasp! In the ashes on the hearth, side by side with my own bare footprint, was another, so vast that in comparison mine was but an infant’s! Then I had had a visitor, and the elephant tread was explained.


  I put out the light and returned to bed, palsied with fear. I lay a long time, peering into the darkness, and listening. Then I heard a grating noise overhead, like the dragging of a heavy body across the floor; then the throwing down of the body, and the shaking of my windows in response to the concussion. In distant parts of the building I heard the muffled slamming of doors. I heard, at intervals, stealthy footsteps creeping in and out among the corridors, and up and down the stairs. Sometimes these noises approached my door, hesitated, and went away again. I heard the clanking of chains faintly, in remote passages, and listened while the clanking grew nearer—while it wearily climbed the stairways, marking each move by the loose surplus of chain that fell with an accented rattle upon each succeeding step as the goblin that bore it advanced. I heard muttered sentences; half-uttered screams that seemed smothered violently; and the swish of invisible garments, the rush of invisible wings. Then I became conscious that my chamber was invaded—that I was not alone. I heard sighs and breathings about my bed, and mysterious whisperings. Three little spheres of soft phosphorescent light appeared on the ceiling directly over my head, clung and glowed there a moment, and then dropped—two of them upon my face and one upon the pillow. They spattered, liquidly, and felt warm. Intuition told me they had turned to gouts of blood as they fell—I needed no light to satisfy myself of that. Then I saw pallid faces, dimly luminous, and white uplifted hands, floating bodiless in the air—floating a moment and then disappearing. The whispering ceased, and the voices and the sounds, and a solemn stillness followed. I waited and listened. I felt that I must have light or die. I was weak with fear. I slowly raised myself toward a sitting posture, and my face came in contact with a clammy hand! All strength went from me apparently, and I fell back like a stricken invalid. Then I heard the rustle of a garment—it seemed to pass to the door and go out.


  When everything was still once more, I crept out of bed, sick and feeble, and lit the gas with a hand that trembled as if it were aged with a hundred years. The light brought some little cheer to my spirits. I sat down and fell into a dreamy contemplation of that great footprint in the ashes. By and by its outlines began to waver and grow dim. I glanced up and the broad gas flame was slowly wilting away. In the same moment I heard that elephantine tread again. I noted its approach, nearer and nearer, along the musty halls, and dimmer and dimmer the light waned. The tread reached my very door and paused—the light had dwindled to a sickly blue, and all things about me lay in a spectral twilight. The door did not open, and yet I felt a faint gust of air fan my cheek, and presently was conscious of a huge, cloudy presence before me. I watched it with fascinated eyes. A pale glow stole over the Thing; gradually its cloudy folds took shape—an arm appeared, then legs, then a body, and last a great sad face looked out of the vapor. Stripped of its filmy housings, naked, muscular and comely, the majestic Cardiff Giant loomed above me!


  All my misery vanished—for a child might know that no harm could come with that benignant countenance. My cheerful spirits returned at once, and in sympathy with them the gas flamed up brightly again. Never a lonely outcast was so glad to welcome company as I was to greet the friendly giant. I said:


  “Why, is it nobody but you? Do you know, I have been scared to death for the last two or three hours? I am most honestly glad to see you. I wish I had a chair—Here, here, don’t try to sit down in that thing!”
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    Wrapping himself in a blanket, the Cardiff Giant makes himself comfortable.


  But it was too late. He was in it before I could stop him, and down he went—I never saw a chair shivered so in my life.


  “Stop, stop, you’ll ruin ev—”


  Too late again. There was another crash, and another chair was resolved into its original elements.


  “Confound it, haven’t you got any judgment at all? Do you want to ruin all the furniture on the place? Here, here, you petrified foo—”


  But it was no use. Before I could arrest him he had sat down on the bed, and it was a melancholy ruin.


  “Now what sort of a way is that to do? First you come lumbering about the place bringing a legion of vagabond goblins along with you to worry me to death, and then when I overlook an indelicacy of costume which would not be tolerated anywhere by cultivated people except in a respectable theater, and not even there if the nudity were of your sex, you repay me by wrecking all the furniture you can find to sit down on. And why will you? You damage yourself as much as you do me. You have broken off the end of your spinal column, and littered up the floor with chips of your hams till the place looks like a marble yard. You ought to be ashamed of yourself—you are big enough to know better.”


  “Well, I will not break any more furniture. But what am I to do? I have not had a chance to sit down for a century.” And the tears came into his eyes.


  “Poor devil,” I said, “I should not have been so harsh with you. And you are an orphan, too, no doubt. But sit down on the floor here—nothing else can stand your weight—and besides, we cannot be sociable with you away up there above me; I want you down where I can perch on this high counting-house stool and gossip with you face to face.”


  So he sat down on the floor, and lit a pipe which I gave him, threw one of my red blankets over his shoulders, inverted my sitz-bath on his head, helmet fashion, and made himself picturesque and comfortable. Then he crossed his ankles, while I renewed the fire, and exposed the flat, honey-combed bottoms of his prodigious feet to the grateful warmth.


  “What is the matter with the bottom of your feet and the back of your legs, that they are gouged up so?”


  “Infernal chilblains—I caught them clear up to the back of my head, roosting out there under Newell’s farm. But I love the place; I love it as one loves his old home. There is no peace for me like the peace I feel when I am there.”


  We talked along for half an hour, and then I noticed that he looked tired, and spoke of it.


  “Tired?” he said. “Well, I should think so. And now I will tell you all about it, since you have treated me so well. I am the spirit of the Petrified Man that lies across the street there in the Museum. I am the ghost of the Cardiff Giant. I can have no rest, no peace, till they have given that poor body burial again. Now what was the most natural thing for me to do, to make men satisfy this wish? Terrify them into it!—haunt the place where the body lay! So I haunted the museum night after night. I even got other spirits to help me. But it did no good, for nobody ever came to the museum at midnight. Then it occurred to me to come over the way and haunt this place a little. I felt that if I ever got a hearing I must succeed, for I had the most efficient company that perdition could furnish. Night after night we have shivered around through these mildewed halls, dragging chains, groaning, whispering, tramping up and down stairs, till, to tell you the truth, I am almost worn out. But when I saw a light in your room to-night I roused my energies again and went at it with a deal of the old freshness. But I am tired out—entirely fagged out. Give me, I beseech you, give me some hope!”


  I lit off my perch in a burst of excitement, and exclaimed:

  
  “This transcends everything—everything that ever did occur! Why you poor blundering old fossil, you have had all your trouble for nothing—you have been haunting a plaster cast of yourself—the real Cardiff Giant is in Albany! Confound it, don’t you know your own remains?”


  I never saw such an eloquent look of shame, of pitiable humiliation, over-spread a countenance before.


  The Petrified Man rose slowly to his feet, and said:

  
  “Honestly, is that true?”

  
  “As true as I am sitting here.”


  He took the pipe from his mouth and laid it on the mantel, then stood irresolute a moment (unconsciously, from old habit, thrusting his hands where his pantaloons pockets should have been, and meditatively dropping his chin on his breast), and finally said:


  “Well—I never felt so absurd before. The Petrified Man has sold everybody else, and now the mean fraud has ended by selling its own ghost! My son, if there is any charity left in your heart for a poor friendless phantom like me, don’t let this get out. Think how you would feel if you had made such an ass of yourself.”


  I heard his stately tramp die away, step by step down the stairs and out into the deserted street, and felt sorry that he was gone, poor fellow—and sorrier still that he had carried off my red blanket and my bath tub.


  —“A Ghost Story” (1870)
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    As Mark Twain himself points out in a footnote to this story, the Cardiff Giant was, indeed, a giant hoax. Being the ghost of a hoax is bad enough, but when the ghost realizes that the giant it has been haunting in P. T. Barnum’s New York City museum isn’t even the “genuine” giant, its mortification is complete. It is, incidentally, true that when the ghost left, he took the narrator’s blanket and sitz-bath with him.
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  3.


  “THE WITCH & THE PAUPER”
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    The time is the mid-sixteenth century, and the place is the royal court in London, England. The pauper boy Tom Canty and his exact lookalike, the Prince of Wales, have playfully switched clothes. Thanks to a series of accidents, they have also switched roles, and now King Henry’s death has placed the pauper boy on the throne of England! After four days as king, Tom is beginning to find his way, and he uses his new powers to investigate cases of witchcraft.
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The next day the foreign ambassadors came, with their gorgeous trains; and Tom, throned in awful state, received them. The splendors of the scene delighted his eye and fired his imagination at first, but the audience was long and dreary, and so were most of the addresses—wherefore, what began as a pleasure, grew into weariness and homesickness by and by. Tom said the words which Hertford put into his mouth from time to time, and tried hard to acquit himself satisfactorily, but he was too new to such things, and too ill at ease to accomplish more than a tolerable success. He looked sufficiently like a king, but he was ill able to feel like one. He was cordially glad when the ceremony was ended.


  The larger part of his day was “wasted”—as he termed it, in his own mind—in labors pertaining to his royal office. Even the two hours devoted to certain princely pastimes and recreations were rather a burden to him than otherwise, they were so fettered by restrictions and ceremonious observances. However, he had a private hour with his whipping-boy which he counted clear gain, since he got both entertainment and needful information out of it.


  The third day of Tom Canty’s kingship came and went much as the others had done, but there was a lifting of his cloud in one way—he felt less uncomfortable than at first; he was getting a little used to his circumstances and surroundings; his chains still galled, but not all the time; he found that the presence and homage of the great afflicted and embarrassed him less and less sharply with every hour that drifted over his head.


  But for one single dread, he could have seen the fourth day approach without serious distress—the dining in public; it was to begin that day. There were greater matters in the program—for on that day he would have to preside at a Council which would take his views and commands concerning the policy to be pursued toward various foreign nations scattered far and near over the great globe; on that day, too, Hertford would be formally chosen to the grand office of Lord Protector; other things of note were appointed for that fourth day also, but to Tom they were all insignificant compared with the ordeal of dining all by himself with a multitude of curious eyes fastened upon him and a multitude of mouths whispering comments upon his performance—and upon his mistakes, if he should be so unlucky as to make any.


  Still, nothing could stop that fourth day, and so it came. It found poor Tom low-spirited and absent-minded, and this mood continued; he could not shake it off. The ordinary duties of the morning dragged upon his hands, and wearied him. Once more he felt the sense of captivity heavy upon him.


  Late in the forenoon he was in a large audience chamber, conversing with the Earl of Hertford and duly awaiting the striking of the hour appointed for a visit of ceremony from a considerable number of great officials and courtiers.
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    Excited by a commotion he sees in the street below a palace window, the young pretend king wants to know what is going on.


  After a little while Tom, who had wandered to a window and become interested in the life and movement of the great highway beyond the palace gates—and not idly interested, but longing with all his heart to take part in person in its stir and freedom—saw the van of a hooting and shouting mob of disorderly men, women, and children of the lowest and poorest degree approaching from up the road.


  “I would I knew what ’tis about!” he exclaimed, with all a boy’s curiosity in such happenings.


  “Thou art the king!” solemnly responded the earl, with a reverence. “Have I your grace’s leave to act?”


  “Oh, blithely, yes! Oh, gladly, yes!” exclaimed Tom, excitedly, adding to himself with a lively sense of satisfaction, “In truth, being a king is not all dreariness—it hath its compensations and conveniences.”


  The earl called a page, and sent him to the captain of the guard with the order—


  “Let the mob be halted, and inquiry made concerning the occasion of its movement. By the king’s command!”


  A few seconds later a long rank of the royal guards, cased in flashing steel, filed out at the gates and formed across the highway in front of the multitude. A messenger returned, to report that the crowd were following a man, a woman, and a young girl to execution for crimes committed against the peace and dignity of the realm.


  Death—and a violent death—for these poor unfortunates! The thought wrung Tom’s heartstrings. The spirit of compassion took control of him, to the exclusion of all other considerations; he never thought of the offended laws, or of the grief or loss which these three criminals had inflicted upon their victims, he could think of nothing but the scaffold and the grisly fate hanging over the heads of the condemned. His concern made him even forget, for the moment, that he was but the false shadow of a king, not the substance; and before he knew it he had blurted out the command—


  “Bring them here!”


  Then he blushed scarlet, and a sort of apology sprung to his lips; but observing that his order had wrought no sort of surprise in the earl or the waiting page, he suppressed the words he was about to utter. The page, in the most matter-of-course way, made a profound obeisance and retired backward out of the room to deliver the command. Tom experienced a glow of pride and a renewed sense of the compensating advantages of the kingly office. He said to himself, “Truly it is like what I used to feel when I read the old priest’s tales, and did imagine mine own self a prince, giving law and command to all, saying, ‘Do this, do that,’ while none durst offer let or hindrance to my will.”


  Now the doors swung open; one high-sounding title after another was announced, the personages owning them followed, and the place was quickly half filled with noble folk and finery. But Tom was hardly conscious of the presence of these people, so wrought up was he and so intensely absorbed in that other and more interesting matter. He seated himself, absently, in his chair of state, and turned his eyes upon the door with manifestations of impatient expectancy; seeing which, the company forbore to trouble him, and fell to chatting a mixture of public business and court gossip one with another.


  In a little while the measured tread of military men was heard approaching, and the culprits entered the presence in charge of an under-sheriff and escorted by a detail of the King’s Guard. The civil officer knelt before Tom, then stood aside; the three doomed persons knelt also, and remained so; the guard took position behind Tom’s chair. Tom scanned the prisoners curiously. Something about the dress or appearance of the man had stirred a vague memory in him. “Methinks I have seen this man ere now . . . but the when or the where fail me”—such was Tom’s thought. Just then the man glanced meekly up, and quickly dropped his face again, not being able to endure the awful port of sovereignty; but the one full glimpse of the face, which Tom got, was sufficient. He said to himself: “Now is the matter clear; this is the stranger that plucked Giles Witt out of the Thames, and saved his life that windy, bitter, first day of the New Year—a brave, good deed—pity he hath been doing baser ones and got himself in this sad case . . . I have not forgot the day, neither the hour; by reason that an hour after, upon the stroke of eleven, I did get a hiding by the hand of Gammer Canty which was of so goodly and admired severity that all that went before or followed after it were but fondlings and caresses by comparison.”


  Tom now ordered that the woman and the girl be removed from the presence for a little time; then addressed himself to the under-sheriff, saying—


  “Good sir, what is this man’s offense?”


  The officer knelt, and answered—

  “So please your majesty, he hath taken the life of a subject by poison.”


  Tom’s compassion for the prisoner, and admiration of him as the daring rescuer of a drowning boy, experienced a most damaging shock.


  “The thing was proven upon him?” he asked. 

  “Most clearly, sire.”


  Tom sighed, and said—

  
  “Take him away—he hath earned his death. ’tis a pity, for he was a brave heart—na-na, I mean he hath the look of it!”


  The prisoner clasped his hands together with sudden energy, and wrung them despairingly, at the same time appealing imploringly to the “king” in broken and terrified phrases—


  “O my lord the king, an’ thou canst pity the lost, have pity upon me! I am innocent—neither hath that wherewith I am charged been more than but lamely proved—yet I speak not of that; the judgment is gone forth against me and may not suffer alteration; yet in mine extremity I beg a boon, for my doom is more than I can bear. A grace, a grace, my lord the king! in thy royal compassion grant my prayer—give commandment that I be hanged!”


  Tom was amazed. This was not the outcome he had looked for.

   “Odds my life, a strange boon! Was it not the fate intended thee?” 

  “O good my liege, not so! It is ordered that I be boiled alive!”


  The hideous surprise of these words almost made Tom spring from his chair. As soon as he could recover his wits he cried out—


  “Have thy wish, poor soul! an’ thou had poisoned a hundred men thou shouldst not suffer so miserable a death.”


  The prisoner bowed his face to the ground and burst into passionate expressions of gratitude—ending with—


  “If ever thou shouldst know misfortune—which God forefend!—may thy goodness to me this day be remembered and requited!”


  Tom turned to the Earl of Hertford, and said—

  
  “My lord, is it believable that there was warrant for this man’s ferocious doom?” 

  
  “It is the law, your grace—for poisoners. In Germany coiners be boiled to death in oil—not cast in of a sudden, but by a rope let down into the oil by degrees, and slowly; first the feet, then the legs, then—”


  “Oh, prithee, no more, my lord, I cannot bear it!” cried Tom, covering his eyes with his hands to shut out the picture. “I beseech your good lordship that order be taken to change this law—O, let no more poor creatures be visited with its tortures.”


  The earl’s face showed profound gratification, for he was a man of merciful and generous impulses—a thing not very common with his class in that fierce age. He said—


  “These your grace’s noble words have sealed its doom. History will remember it to the honor of your royal house.”


  The under-sheriff was about to remove his prisoner; Tom gave him a sign to wait; then he said—


  “Good sir, I would look into this matter further. The man has said his deed was but lamely proved. Tell me what thou knowest.”


  “If the king’s grace please, it did appear upon the trial, that this man entered into a house in the hamlet of Islington where one lay sick—three witnesses say it was at ten of the clock in the morning and two say it was some minutes later—the sick man being alone at the time, and sleeping—and presently the man came forth again, and went his way. The sick man died within the hour, being torn with spasm and retchings.”


  “Did any see the poison given? Was poison found?”

   “Marry, no, my liege.” 

  
  “Then how doth one know there was poison given at all?” 

  
  “Please your majesty, the doctors testified that none die with such symptoms but by poison.”


  Weighty evidence, this—in that simple age. Tom recognized its formidable nature, and said—


  “The doctor knoweth his trade—belike they were right. The matter hath an ill look for this poor man.”


  “Yet was not this all, your majesty; there is more and worse. Many testified that a witch, since gone from the village, none know whither, did foretell, and speak it privately in their ears, that the sick man would die by poison—and more, that a stranger would give it—a stranger with brown hair and clothed in a worn and common garb; and surely this prisoner doth answer woundily to the bill. Please, your majesty, to give the circumstance that solemn weight which is its due, seeing it was foretold.”


  This was an argument of tremendous force, in that superstitious day. Tom felt that the thing was settled; if evidence was worth anything, this poor fellow’s guilt was proved. Still he offered the prisoner a chance, saying—


  “If thou canst say aught in thy behalf, speak.”

   “Naught that will avail, my king. I am innocent, yet cannot I make it appear. I have no friends, else might I show that I was not in Islington that day; so also might I show that at that hour they name I was above a league away, seeing I was at Wapping Old Stairs; yea more, my king, for I could show, that while they say I was taking life, I was saving it. A drowning boy”—


  “Peace! Sheriff, name the day the deed was done!”

   “At ten in the morning, or some minutes later, the first day of the new year, most illustrious”—


  “Let the prisoner go free—it is the king’s will!”


  Another blush followed this unregal outburst, and he covered his indecorum as well as he could by adding—


  “It enrageth me that a man should be hanged upon such idle, hare-brained evidence!”


  A low buzz of admiration swept through the assemblage. It was not admiration of the decree that had been delivered by Tom, for the propriety or expediency of pardoning a convicted poisoner was a thing which few there would have felt justified in either admitting or admiring—no, the admiration was for the intelligence and spirit which Tom had displayed. Some of the low-voiced remarks were to this effect—


  “This is no mad king—he hath his wits sound.” 

  “How sanely he put his questions—how like his former natural self was this abrupt, imperious disposal of the matter!”


  “God be thanked his infirmity is spent! This is no weakling, but a king. He hath borne himself like to his own father.”


  The air being filled with applause, Tom’s ear necessarily caught a little of it. The effect which this had upon him was to put him greatly at his ease, and also to charge his system with very gratifying sensations.


  However, his juvenile curiosity soon rose superior to these pleasant thoughts and feelings; he was eager to know what sort of deadly mischief the woman and the little girl could have been about; so, by his command the two terrified and sobbing creatures were brought before him.


  “What is it that these have done?” he inquired of the sheriff. 

  
  “Please your majesty, a black crime is charged upon them, and clearly proven; wherefore the judges have decreed, according to the law, that they be hanged. They sold themselves to the devil—such is their crime.”


  Tom shuddered. He had been taught to abhor people who did this wicked thing. Still, he was not going to deny himself the pleasure of feeding his curiosity, for all that; so he asked—


  “Where was this done?—and when?” 

  “On a midnight, in December—in a ruined church, your majesty.”


  Tom shuddered again. 

  “Who was there present?” 

  “Only these two, your grace—and that other.” 

  “Have these confessed?” 

  “Nay, not so, sire—they do deny it.”

   “Then, prithee, how was it known?” 

  “Certain witnesses did see them wending thither, good your majesty; this bred the suspicion, and dire effects have since confirmed and justified it. In particular, it is in evidence that through the wicked power so obtained, they did invoke and bring about a storm that wasted all the region round about. Above forty witnesses have proved the storm; and sooth one might have had a thousand, for all had reason to remember it, sith all had suffered by it.”


  “Certes this is a serious matter.” Tom turned this dark piece of scoundrelism over in his mind awhile, then asked—


  “Suffered the woman, also, by the storm?”


  Several old heads among the assemblage nodded their recognition of the wisdom of this question. The sheriff, however, saw nothing consequential in the inquiry; he answered, with simple directness.


  “Indeed, did she, your majesty, and most righteously, as all aver. Her habitation was swept away, and herself and child left shelterless.”


  “Methinks the power to do herself so ill a turn was dearly bought. She had been cheated, had she paid but a farthing for it; that she paid her soul, and her child’s, argueth that she is mad; if she is mad she knoweth not what she doth, therefore sinneth not.”


  The elderly heads nodded recognition of Tom’s wisdom once more, and one individual murmured, “An’ the king be mad himself, according to report, then it is a madness of a sort that would improve the sanity of some I wot of, if by the gentle providence of God they could but catch it.”


  “What age hath the child?” asked Tom.

   “Nine years, please your majesty.”

   “By the law of England may a child enter into covenant and sell itself, my lord?” asked Tom, turning to a learned judge.


  “The law doth not permit a child to make or meddle in any weighty matter, good my liege, holding that its callow wit unfitteth it to cope with the riper wit and evil schemings of them that are its elders. The devil may buy a child, if he so choose, and the child agree thereto, but not an Englishman—in this latter case the contract would be null and void.”


  “It seemeth a rude unchristian thing, and ill contrived, that English law denieth privileges to Englishmen, to waste them on the devil!” cried Tom, with honest heat.


  This novel view of the matter excited many smiles, and was stored away in many heads to be repeated about the court as evidence of Tom’s originality as well as progress toward mental health.


  The elder culprit had ceased from sobbing, and was hanging upon Tom’s words with an excited interest and a growing hope. Tom noticed this, and it strongly inclined his sympathies toward her in her perilous and unfriended situation. Presently he asked—


  “How wrought they, to bring the storm?” 

  “By pulling off their stockings, sire.”


  This astonished Tom, and also fired his curiosity to fever heat. He said eagerly—


  “It is wonderful! Hath it always this dread effect?” 

  “Always, my liege—at least if the woman desire it, and utter the needful words, either in her mind or with her tongue.”


  Tom turned to the woman, and said with impetuous zeal—

   “Exert thy power—I would see a storm.”


  There was a sudden paling of cheeks in the superstitious assemblage, and a general, though unexpressed, desire to get out of the place—all of which was lost upon Tom, who was dead to everything but the proposed cataclysm. Seeing a puzzled and astonished look in the woman’s face, he added, excitedly—
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   Gradually realizing that he has real power, the pauper king nervously commands the accused witch to brew up a storm—but not a harmful one.


  “Never fear—thou shalt be blameless. More—thou shalt go free—none shall touch thee. Exert thy power.”


  “O, my lord the king, I have it not—I have been falsely accused.” 

  
  “Thy fears stay thee. Be of good heart, thou shalt suffer no harm. Make a storm—it mattereth not how small a one—I require naught great or harmful, but indeed prefer the opposite—do this and thy life is spared—thou shalt go out free, with thy child, bearing the king’s pardon, and safe from hurt or malice from any in the realm.”


  The woman prostrated herself, and protested, with tears, that she had no power to do the miracle, else she would gladly win her child’s life alone, and be content to lose her own, if by obedience to the king’s command so precious a grace might be acquired.


  Tom urged—the woman still adhered to her declarations. Finally, he said—

  
  “I think the woman hath said true. An’ my mother were in her place and gifted with the devil’s functions, she had not stayed a moment to call her storms and lay the whole land in ruins, if the saving of my forfeit life were the price she got! It is argument that other mothers are made in like mold. Thou art free, good wife—thou and thy child—for I do think thee innocent. Now thou’st naught to fear, being pardoned—pull off thy stockings!—an’ thou canst make me a storm, thou shalt be rich!”


  The redeemed creature was loud in her gratitude, and proceeded to obey, while Tom looked on with eager expectancy, a little marred by apprehension; the courtiers at the same time manifesting decided discomfort and uneasiness. The woman stripped her own feet and her little girl’s also, and plainly did her best to reward the king’s generosity with an earthquake, but it was all a failure and a disappointment. Tom sighed and said—


  “There, good soul, trouble thyself no further, thy power is departed out of thee. Go thy way in peace; and if it return to thee at any time, forget me not, but fetch me a storm.”


  —The Prince and the Pauper (1881), chapter 15
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   Mark Twain’s endnote to this tale calls attention to the fact that an English woman and her nine-year-old daughter had once been hanged for selling their souls to the devil by pulling off their stockings to raise a storm. That remark is a nice counterpoint to The Prince and the Pauper’s prelude, which states, “It may have happened, it may not have happened: but it could have happened.”
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 4.


  “OUT OF FOCUS IMAGINATIONS”
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  During the late 1890s, Mark Twain wrote, “You can’t depend on your judgment when your imagination is out of focus.” Rarely do people’s imaginations get more out of focus than those of the two men in this simple tale. The narrator is a young man escorting the body of a recently deceased friend on a long train ride on a cold winter’s night. The other, older, man is a railroad expressman posted to a baggage car. All they are doing is chaperoning a box on a long trip. It happens that the box they are escorting is the wrong one, but that is not what drives their imaginations out of focus.
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 Iseem sixty and married, but these effects are due to my condition and sufferings, for I am a bachelor, and only forty-one. It will be hard for you to believe that I, who am now but a shadow, was a hale, hearty man two short years ago—a man of iron, a very athlete!—yet such is the simple truth. But stranger still than this fact is the way in which I lost my health. I lost it through helping to take care of a box of guns on a two-hundred-mile railway journey one winter’s night. It is the actual truth, and I will tell you about it.


  I belong in Cleveland, Ohio. One winter’s night, two years ago, I reached home just after dark, in a driving snow-storm, and the first thing I heard when I entered the house was that my dearest boyhood friend and schoolmate, John B. Hackett, had died the day before, and that his last utterance had been a desire that I would take his remains home to his poor old father and mother in Wisconsin. I was greatly shocked and grieved, but there was no time to waste in emotions; I must start at once. I took the card, marked “Deacon Levi Hackett, Bethlehem, Wisconsin,” and hurried off through the whistling storm to the railway station. Arrived there I found the long white-pine box which had been described to me; I fastened the card to it with some tacks, saw it put safely aboard the express car, and then ran into the eating-room to provide myself with a sandwich and some cigars. When I returned, presently, there was my coffin-box back again, apparently, and a young fellow examining around it, with a card in his hand, and some tacks and a hammer! I was astonished and puzzled. He began to nail on his card, and I rushed out to the express car, in a good deal of a state of mind, to ask for an explanation. But no—there was my box, all right, in the express car; it hadn’t been disturbed. [The fact is that without my suspecting it a prodigious mistake had been made. I was carrying off a box of guns which that young fellow had come to the station to ship to a rifle company in Peoria, Illinois, and he had got my corpse!]


  Just then the conductor sung out “All aboard,” and I jumped into the express car and got a comfortable seat on a bale of buckets. The expressman was there, hard at work—a plain man of fifty, with a simple, honest, good-natured face, and a breezy, practical heartiness in his general style. As the train moved off a stranger skipped into the car and set a package of peculiarly mature and capable Limburger cheese on one end of my coffin-box—I mean my box of guns. That is to say, I know now that it was Limburger cheese, but at that time I never had heard of the article in my life, and of course was wholly ignorant of its character. Well, we sped through the wild night, the bitter storm raged on, a cheerless misery stole over me, my heart went down, down, down ! The old expressman made a brisk remark or two about the tempest and the arctic weather, slammed his sliding doors to, and bolted them, closed his window down tight, and then went bustling around, here and there and yonder, setting things to rights, and all the time contentedly humming “Sweet By and By,” in a low tone, and flatting a good deal. Presently I began to detect a most evil and searching odor stealing about on the frozen air. This depressed my spirits still more, because of course I attributed it to my poor departed friend. There was something infinitely saddening about his calling himself to my remembrance in this dumb pathetic way, so it was hard to keep the tears back. Moreover, it distressed me on account of the old expressman, who, I was afraid, might notice it. However, he went humming tranquilly on, and gave no sign; and for this I was grateful.


  Grateful, yes, but still uneasy; and soon I began to feel more and more uneasy every minute, for every minute that went by that odor thickened up the more, and got to be more and more gamey and hard to stand. Presently, having got things arranged to his satisfaction, the expressman got some wood and made up a tremendous fire in his stove. This distressed me more than I can tell, for I could not but feel that it was a mistake. I was sure that the effect would be deleterious upon my poor departed friend. Thompson—the expressman’s name was Thompson, as I found out in the course of the night—now went poking around his car, stopping up whatever stray cracks he could find, remarking that it didn’t make any difference what kind of a night it was outside, he calculated to make us comfortable, anyway. I said nothing, but I believed he was not choosing the right way. Meantime he was humming to himself just as before; and meantime, too, the stove was getting hotter and hotter, and the place closer and closer. I felt myself growing pale and qualmish, but grieved in silence and said nothing. Soon I noticed that the “Sweet By and By” was gradually fading out; next it ceased altogether, and there was an ominous stillness. After a few moments Thompson said—


  “Pfew! I reckon it ain’t no cinnamon ’t I’ve loaded up thish-yer stove with!”

  
  He gasped once or twice, then moved toward the cof—gun-box, stood over that Limburger cheese part of a moment, then came back and sat down near me, looking a good deal impressed. After a contemplative pause, he said, indicating the box with a gesture—


  “Friend of yourn?”

  
  “Yes,” I said with a sigh.
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    Alarmed by the fetid stench in the train’s baggage car, the two men carefully examine the crate.


  “He’s pretty ripe, ain’t he!”


  Nothing further was said for perhaps a couple of minutes, each being busy with his own thoughts; then Thompson said, in a low, awed voice—


  “Sometimes it’s uncertain whether they’re really gone or not—seem gone, you know—body warm, joints limber—and so, although you think they’re gone, you don’t really know. I’ve had cases in my car. It’s perfectly awful, becuz you don’t know what minute they’ll rise right up and look at you!” Then, after a pause, and slightly lifting his elbow toward the box—“But he ain’t in no trance! No, sir, I go bail for him!”


  We sat some time, in meditative silence, listening to the wind and the roar of the train; then Thompson said, with a good deal of feeling—


  “Well-a-well, we’ve all got to go, they ain’t no getting around it. Man that is born of woman is of few days and far between, as Scriptur’ says. Yes, you look at it any way you want to, it’s awful solemn and cur’us: they ain’t nobody can get around it; all’s got to go—just everybody, as you may say. One day you’re hearty and strong”—here scrambled to his feet and broke a pane and stretched his nose out at it a moment or two, then sat down again while I struggled up and thrust my nose out at the same place, and this we kept on doing every now and then—“and next day he’s cut down like the grass, and the places which knows him no more forever, as Scriptur’ says. Yes-‘ndeedy, it’s awful solemn and cur’us; but we’ve all got to go, one time or another; they ain’t no getting around it.”


  There was another long pause; then—

  “What did he die of?”


  I said I didn’t know. 

  “How long has he ben dead?”


  It seemed judicious to enlarge the facts to fit the probabilities; so I said—

  “Two or three days.”


  But it did no good; for Thompson received it with an injured look which plainly said, “Two
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  APPENDIX
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    Given the present volume’s emphasis on macabre themes, it seems appropriate to conclude the book by summing up Mark Twain’s life with this appreciative brief biography written by Z. Pfennig, the obituary editor of the Cork Center Gazette.



 

 [image: bck_fig_001]



  OBITUARY


  Mark Twain, AT LAST, is dead. These simple words will be read with but one feeling by all our subscribers from Baffin’s Bay to the Gulf of Mexico, and from the Atlantic to the Pacific. In comparison with this announcement the views of Mr. Mitchell on the ethics of the coal strike sink into insignificance. To this traveler who has just passed over the Divide into the Great Beyond the question of coal supply is no longer open. He is apparently at rest. “After life’s fitful fever he sleeps well,” a privilege memory denied him for many years. We bespeak for him on the other side a tolerance not accorded him here.


  The subject of this notice was born near a small hamlet on the trail to Thunder Mountain in the State of Idaho, soon after the appearance of the great comet which preceded the war of 1812. It was commonly predicted at the time that the comet would be followed by disaster. Mr. Twain’s boyhood days were passed upon a raft in the Mississippi River where he acquired a liberal education and a knowledge of navigation. While engaged in this pursuit he was a constant reader of the editorials in this paper and was inspired by them to adopt literature as a profession. Many of his best efforts have appeared anonymously in these columns, and will be soon offered in book form as premiums to new subscribers who pay in advance our regular price of two dollars if paid in money, or three dollars if paid in produce.


  In addition to his contributions to this paper Mr. Twain found time to write several books, notably, “Roughing it,” “Paradise Lost,” “Innocents Abroad,” “The Vicar of Wakefield,” “Huckleberry Finn,” “Barriers Burned Away,” and a poem entitled “Beautiful Snow.” From a cipher recently discovered in the latter work it is suspected that Mr. Twain wrote the Mormon Bible and a work on games commonly accredited to one Hoyle. But undoubtedly the best and most finished production of this author was his Scrap Book. We have sat for hours with our eye glued to the pages of that book and wondered at the hold its columns had upon us.


  As a writer Mark Twain was a success. And yet he knew nothing of the Scotch dialect, and could not report a base ball game or a prize fight in the ordinary style of a sporting editor. He was remarkably sincere in all his statements and painfully accurate in all his descriptions. Naturally serious and inclined to melancholy his writings partake of these characteristics to a marked degree. Some have classed him with Baxter, others with Bunyan, and still others with Watts. We class him with Jeremiah. Upon the whole we almost regret his death.


 —Letter from Edwin Baylies to Mark Twain, November 25, 1902 (Mark Twain
Papers, the Bancroft Library, University of California at Berkeley)


 [image: bck_fig_001]



 
    This obituary was composed in November 1902—almost seven and one-half years before Mark Twain died. A distinguished Johnstown, New York, attorney named Edwin Baylies wrote it in response to an open letter Mark Twain had published in Harper’s Weekly under the title “Amended Obituaries.” Mark Twain’s letter appealed to newspapers and magazines to publish whatever standing obituaries of him they had on file, so he could check them for accuracy. “For the best Obituary—one suitable for me to read in public, and calculated to inspire regret,” he offered as a prize a self-portrait he had drawn. Widely reprinted, his letter elicited many obituary notices. The winner of his prize is not known, but Baylies’s entry, which he signed “Z. Pfennig,” may be the best.


  In the interest of full disclosure, it should be explained that the Cork Center Gazette did not exist. A Cork Creek runs through Johnstown, but most of the statements in the obituary are as bogus as the name “Z. Pfennig.” The important thing, however, is that the obituary succeeds in inspiring regret—and we know that Mark Twain liked it!
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    The self-portrait Mark Twain offered as a prize (Harper’s Weekly, November 15, 1902).
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