


CHAPTER ONE
 “Am Pretty Well Known, Now—Intend to Be Better Known”


After all these years I can picture that old time to myself now, just as it was then: the white town drowsing in the sunshine of a summer’s morning; the streets empty, or pretty nearly so; one or two clerks in front of the Water Street stores, with their splint-bottomed chairs tilted back against the wall, chins on breasts, hats slouched over their faces, asleep … the great Mississippi, the majestic, the magnificent Mississippi, rolling its mile-wide tide along, shining in the sun.



SUCH IS THE MYTH, CAREFULLY CRAFTED BY CLEMENS HIMSELF, of the scene of the author’s early life. The “white town drowsing” is of course Hannibal, Missouri, not the town of his birth at all (that honor belongs to the tiny hamlet of Florida, thirty miles away) but the growing river port town where John Marshall Clemens and Jane Lampton Clemens brought their five children in 1839.

Like many middle-class white Missourians, the family held enslaved people, selling all but one before moving to Hannibal. There they sold the last one remaining, a woman named Jenny, three years later. John Clemens was not a poor man—he was a lawyer able to buy property, concerned himself with civic improvements, and could put the title “judge” before his name after a stint as justice of the peace. He was prone to debt. Jane Lampton may have married John to spite a former lover, says Clemens, and she was more mischievous and livelier than her “dour, unloving” husband. Her red hair and ability to tell stories makes us think of her son; her love of dancing and horse riding gives a hint of her vivacity. “She cared for almost anything spectacular—parades, picnics, circuses, shows of all kinds,” recalled a contemporary of Sam Clemens—it was Laura Hawkins, Sam’s own Becky Thatcher, for whom the memory of this woman was vivid in 1928. And Jane Clemens’s son could have been describing himself when he described her:


She was very bright, and was fond of banter and playful duels of wit, and she had a sort of ability which is rare in men and hardly existent in women—the ability to say a humorous thing with the perfect air of not knowing it to be humorous. Whenever I was in her presence, after I was grown, a battle of chaff was going on all the time, but under the guise of serious conversation.
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Jane Lampton Clemens was a brilliant storyteller, horsewoman, enjoyer of parties and circuses, and master of what Sam Clemens called “the chaff,” a constant stream of banter with her son. Her influence on her son’s work and high spirits was profound. THE MARK TWAIN HOUSE & MUSEUM COLLECTIONS.



As a boy, Sam Clemens revisited the old Florida farm, now owned by an uncle, a place he said he could “call back” in old age: “I can call back the prairie, and its loneliness and peace, and a vast hawk hanging motionless in the sky, with his wings spread wide and the blue of the vault showing through the fringe of their end feathers.” There he heard enslaved people tell ghost stories and picked up the art of storytelling. When he was eleven years old, his father died, and he remained in school only about a year more, until the schoolmaster left for the California Gold Rush. Clemens applied himself to life as a printer’s apprentice. He took this skill to newspapers owned by his brother, Orion, and started writing humorous pieces to fill the pages: “The Dandy Frightening the Squatter,” a one-punch vindication of the frontier life, was the first piece that appeared outside his hometown, reprinted in Boston and Philadelphia journals. At age seventeen, he began a series of travels that belied his origins as a small-town boy, working as a typesetter in St. Louis, New York, and Philadelphia—and visiting Washington, stopping by Congress to see and hear some of the great political orators of the pre–Civil War period. His literary output consisted of “letters” to newspapers, under a wide variety of pseudonyms, a good soapbox for opinion couched in humorous terms. In 1857, as economic panic and religious revival swept America, he decided to seek his fortune in South America.
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Samuel Clemens took to sea in 1867 in what amounted to a Mediterranean cruise. He noted the peculiarities of his innocent fellow American travelers and their encounters with sophisticated Europeans, pillorying them both in funny and lyrical letters to the Alta California newspaper. The job of turning these letters into a book brought him to Hartford, where his publisher, Elisha Bliss, had his offices. THE MARK TWAIN HOUSE & MUSEUM. GIFT OF SAMUEL D. STEINBERG.




I had been reading about the recent exploration of the river Amazon by an expedition sent out by our government. It was said that the expedition, owing to difficulties, had not thoroughly explored a part of the country lying about the head-waters, some four thousand miles from the mouth of the river. It was only about fifteen hundred miles from Cincinnati to New Orleans, where I could doubtless get a ship. I had thirty dollars left; I would go and complete the exploration of the Amazon. This was all the thought I gave to the subject. I never was great in matters of detail.



But he got no farther than New Orleans, where he instead became an apprentice riverboat pilot: “I supposed that all a pilot had to do was to keep his boat in the river, and I did not consider that that could be much of a trick, since it was so wide.” It took a lot more than that, as Clemens later described in Life on the Mississippi, that masterpiece of the kind of understated deadpan humor he had learned from his mother. Two years later, he got his pilot’s license, which in an earlier era would have been the achievement of a dream and set him up for life, but the Civil War broke the


[image: fig_4_1.jpg]





[image: fig_5_1.jpg]









LIVY




















[image: fig_8_1.jpg]














Backstage at a Bewitching Place

SINCE ITS INCORPORATION IN 1929, The Mark Twain House & Museum has accumulated an important collection of books, manuscripts, photographs, and furnishings, both on display in the house and in storage. The following items are among many that were owned by the Clemens family and are cared for by the museum.


All photographs in this chapter were taken by Alana Borges Gordon.
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THE SWAPPED HIGH HAT

Among the museum’s holdings is this silk high hat, which provided Samuel Clemens and a priest with a chance to exchange jokes. The author was in London with his family in 1899, and after a luncheon party at a club, he went to pick up his hat in the checkroom. There was only one hat left, and it was not his. It fit him perfectly, though, and he determined from initials inside that it belonged to Basil Wilberforce, a prominent Anglican priest who was the canon (or administrator) of Westminster Abbey. He wrote to Wilberforce:



During the past four hours I have not been able to take anything that did not belong to me; during all that time I have not been able to stretch a fact beyond the frontiers of truth try as I might, & meantime, not only my morals have moved the astonishment of all who have come in contact with me, but my manners have gained more compliments than they have been accustomed to. This mystery is causing my family much alarm.




Not to be outdone, Wilberforce wrote back:



I have been conscious of a vivacity and facility of expression this afternoon beyond the normal and I have just discovered the reason!! I have seen the historic signature “Mark Twain” in my hat!!




In 1933, Clemens’s friend and official biographer, Albert Bigelow Paine, donated the hat—Clemens’s, that is—that was the subject of this tale, signature and all, to the Mark Twain Memorial, now The Mark Twain House & Museum.


The Mark Twain House & Museum, 1933.1. Gift of Albert Bigelow Paine.
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COSTLY CUFF LINKS

This pair of topaz cuff links belonged to Samuel Clemens and is in its original box from the jeweler Dwight Buell of Hartford. Buell’s shop was on Main Street near the city’s Old State House. Samuel and Livy Clemens bought items there, and Buell was a family friend. It was Buell who, in 1881, suggested to Samuel that he invest in a mechanical typesetter being developed by James Paige—an investment that led to financial disaster for the Clemenses, as described in chapter 7.


Buell worked as a silversmith and watchmaker starting in 1852, when he was nineteen, and was a prominent and respected local citizen by the 1880s. He died in February 1889 when a boiler explosion in the Park Central Hotel, where he lived, leveled the building. Twenty-one others died on what Clemens’s friend Reverend Twichell called “a dark and terrible day for Hartford.” Buell’s obituary said that his business “has been conducted by him in a very successful manner, making hosts of friends, who felt that his word could always be depended upon” and noted his “kindly disposition and never-failing geniality.”


The Mark Twain House & Museum, 2013.22.1a-c. Gift of Colonel and Mrs. James E. Townes Jr.
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A SLEIGH FIT FOR A QUEEN

This sleigh was used by Samuel Clemens in his final home in Redding, Connecticut, where he lived from 1907 until his death in 1910. It was pulled by a white horse named Sami Ramus (probably a variant of Semiramus, a legendary queen of Babylon), according to Pierpont Adams of Redding, who gave the sleigh to the Mark Twain Memorial in 1958. As Adams told it, Clemens had presented the sleigh to Adams’s stepfather, Judge Samuel Shaw. (Another version of the story mentions a slightly different ownership trail.) Adams said Clemens’s coachman, George O’Connor, would meet Shaw at the station in Georgetown, Connecticut, with a buffalo robe to keep the judge warm and a box of hot oats to help the horse retain heat.


A December 1908 New York Times story told how Clemens’s daughter Clara and her future husband, the Russian pianist Ossip Gabrilowitch, went for a sleigh ride in Redding. The horse was frightened by “a wind-whipped newspaper” and bolted.



Mr. Gabrilowitsch, who was driving, lost control of the horse. At the top of a hill the sleigh overturned, and Miss Clemens was thrown out. At the right of the summit of the hill is a drop of fifty feet. When the sleigh turned over the Russian leaped to the ground, and caught the horse by the head, stopping it as it was about to plunge over the bank, dragging Miss Clemens, whose dress had caught in the runner.


In leaping to rescue Miss Clemens he sprained his right ankle. Miss Clemens was picked up uninjured, but suffered greatly from the shock of the accident. The injury to the pianist’s ankle was painful, but he helped Miss Clemens into the sleigh, and drove her to her home.




The Mark Twain House & Museum, 1958.107. Gift of Pierpont Adams.
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BILLIARD BALLS SPARK A FRIENDSHIP

“The game of billiards has destroyed my naturally sweet disposition,” Clemens said with his customary straight face in a 1906 speech. He started playing the game in his youth but really took to it in his twenties when he worked as a miner, political functionary, and journalist in the West from 1861 to 1867. During the years he spent in Hartford, long and late-night games with a group of friends—like the one that led to his political revolt from the Republican Party, described in the “Billiard Room” section of chapter 4—were routine.


After the family left the Hartford house in 1891, opportunities for billiards were fewer, but the gift of the table now in the billiard room in 1906 brought him back to the game with a vengeance. His official biographer, Albert Bigelow Paine, credited this table with bringing the two men together as friends, and they played together constantly.


Paine’s grandson Bigelow Paine Cushman (and his wife, Anne Cushman) donated these balls to the Mark Twain Memorial in 1968. They are made of ivory; four or five could be made from a single elephant’s tusk. (Today’s billiard balls are made from a type of resin.)


The Mark Twain House & Museum, 1968.6.1, 1968.6.2, 1968.6.4. Gifts of Mr. and Mrs. Bigelow Cushman.
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KEEPSAKES FOR ELLEN O’NEIL

John O’Neil and his wife, Ellen, emigrated from Ireland in 1871 and joined the Clemens family in Hartford in 1885, when John was hired as gardener. After the Clemenses left for Europe in 1891, the O’Neils moved into the house as caretakers. The following year, Livy wrote to Ellen O’Neil, “I am sure everything is going well and I do not have one single moment of worry about anything there. I know that you and John will take good care of everything.” In the early 1900s, the O’Neils supplemented the $70 a month the Clemenses provided by selling perennials from the greenhouse on the property.


When the house was sold in 1903, Livy let the O’Neils keep several items of furniture—and gave Ellen this MacKinnon stylographic pen with its case and filling bulb, enamel-topped inkwell, and pen wipe. The Mark Twain Memorial purchased the items from a descendant in 1973.


The Mark Twain House & Museum, 1959.37.3 A-C.
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A FLORENTINE SHIRT

The Clemenses lived in Florence, Italy, on two separate occasions The first was in 1892–1893, when Clemens described the villa they rented as



three miles from Florence, on the side of a hill. … To see the sun sink down, drowned on his pink and purple and golden floods, and overwhelm Florence with tides of color that make all the sharp lines dim and faint and turn the solid city to a city of dreams, is a sight to stir the coldest nature and make a sympathetic one drunk with ecstasy.




Their second stay was a sadder one. They had returned hoping that the Italian climate would help restore Livy, suffering from cardiac disease, to health, but she died there on June 5, 1904.


On one of these stays, Clemens probably purchased this cotton dress shirt with an intricately intertwined “SLC” monogram (hand embroidered in red thread) and mother-of-pearl buttons. The maker’s label reads “A Dalmasso/Florence/Tomabuoni 17.” (Tomabuoni is a Florence street still dotted with high-end clothing boutiques; number 17 is now home to a fashion school.) The shirt passed from the Clemenses’ lady’s maid, Katy Leary, to a friend, and from her to a nephew, whose wife sold the shirt to the museum.


The Mark Twain House & Museum, 1964.23.001.
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WOODCARVING AS THERAPY

As noted, Jean Clemens’s history of seizures and confinement, from which she was freed only shortly before her death at twenty-nine, is one of the most poignant stories of the Clemens family. Her spirit shone throughout her short life in her love of animals and activism against their mistreatment, her passion for horse riding and other outdoor sports, and her woodcarving. She started carving lessons in 1897. In later life she would hire carpenters to make boxes and bookracks and then draw and carve elaborate designs on them. It took her fifteen hours to make a bookrack, she estimated, and worried all the time that her concentration might bring on a seizure.


Among the Mark Twain House’s collections are her woodcarving tools and creations that include the glove box shown here, with its intertwined foliate and scroll decoration. The initials “JLC”—her full name was Jane Lampton Clemens—are carved on the lid, and the year “1900” on the front face.


The Mark Twain House & Museum, 1987.10.1.
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CLARA’S WATCH

Henry Capt was a famed Geneva watchmaker whose timekeeping devices sometimes included buttons that set off music or hidden automata—moving metal figures dancing, playing the harp, or even indulging in erotic situations. He was active in the early 1800s, and his work was much in demand throughout the century. This watch, which Clara Clemens owned, was a simple “open face style” pocket watch that attached to her clothing with a pin.


The watch has a white porcelain dial with green enamel numerals and a green enamel back case with diamonds set in a foliate motif. The inside is engraved “Clara Langdon Clemens/June 8th 1892.” The date is Clara’s eighteenth birthday, when she was in Berlin with her family, preparing to study piano there. The watch can be seen pinned to Clara’s dress in a photograph taken with her parents during the 1895–1896 around-the-world lecture tour that resulted in Clemens’s travel book Following the Equator.


The Mark Twain House & Museum, 2007.3.1. Gift of Johannette Rowley, in loving memory of Mildred T. Centuio.
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A SIGNIFICANT MARRIAGE

On February 2, 1870, this copy of the New Testament was used by Reverend Thomas K. Beecher of Elmira and Reverend Joseph Twichell of Hartford to marry Samuel and Olivia Clemens in the parlor of Olivia’s childhood home. A few days after their wedding, Clemens wrote to his friend William Bowen, gushing over his new bride:



I have at this moment the only sweetheart I ever loved, & bless her old heart she is lying asleep upstairs in a bed that I sleep in every night, & for four whole days she has been Mrs. Samuel L. Clemens! I am 34 & she is 24; I am young & very handsome (I make the statement with the fullest confidence, for I got it from her,) & she is much the most beautiful girl I ever saw (I said that before she was anything to me, & so it is worthy of all belief).




The Mark Twain House Museum, 4296.97.3.
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PROSPECTUS FOR A CLASSIC

Samuel Clemens’s first bestseller writing as Mark Twain was The Innocents Abroad: Or, the New Pilgrim’s Progress, published in 1869 by the American Publishing Company of Hartford. Its success sold Clemens on the publisher’s system of selling books by subscription—that is, by employing door-to-door salespeople to sell customers books, rather than distributing them through bookstores. As a visual aid for sale of a book, a publisher produced a bound prospectus that included sample chapters, sample bindings, the table of contents, and sample illustrations. Subscription books would go for a premium price, but after an initial surge of sales, cheaper copies would be “dumped” into bookstores, sometimes specifically timed for holiday buying.


When Clemens started his own publishing company—Charles L. Webster & Co. (named for his nephew and partner)—in 1884, he used the same system. This prospectus for his company’s first book, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, was not without its pitfalls, however. After 3,000 copies of the prospectus had been printed and at least 250 shipped to salespeople around the country, an agent in Chicago noticed that one of the illustrations had been altered in an obscene way. The illustration was hastily withdrawn—an agent who didn’t tear it out of his or her prospectus and return it would be fired on the spot—and corrected copies were printed and distributed. The museum’s copy shown here is one of the corrected versions.


The Mark Twain House & Museum, 753.72. Gift of Jonathan Goodwin.
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