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TWAIN BEFORE TWAIN



BEFORE WE SCOOT OFF WITH TWAIN TO HAWAI‘I, we need a quick recap of Twain’s life up to that point.


Twain’s or, rather, Samuel Clemens’s father died when Sam was eleven years old. His father had done well as a lawyer and a judge, but suddenly things became tough for the Clemens family, so Sam left school on completing the fifth grade and began a three-year apprenticeship at the Hannibal Courier as a printer’s devil and a typographer. That paper was owned by his brother Orion, and the position was unpaid—like an intern. He then figured he could strike it rich by importing coca leaves from the Amazon and set out east from Missouri, spending time in New York City, Philadelphia, Cincinnati, and St. Louis working for printers but this time for pay.


Setting off once again for the Amazon, he reached New Orleans, only to discover there were no ships going to the Amazon from there, so he became a steamboat pilot on the Mississippi River. He loved this job, but when the Civil War broke out, traffic on the river ceased, and he was suddenly unemployed.
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He and his friends talked themselves into forming an informal volunteer guerilla unit. There were eleven (or fifteen) of them, and they elected Twain as second lieutenant. A colonel then administered to them the oath of allegiance to the Missouri State Guard, making them “swear to uphold the flag and Constitution of the United States,”1 which left them wondering which side they were actually on. But they were to assist the Confederates in protecting their state. According to Twain, he then set about achieving his “self-appointed great task of annihilating the Federal armies and breaking up the Union.”2


They didn’t have uniforms, and they brought their own weapons. One of their number said Twain rode a mule, was armed with a squirrel rifle, and carried a carpet bag and an umbrella. But his heart wasn’t in it, especially after tramping around in the wilderness for a couple of weeks. By then, he later said, “the desire to kill people to whom I had not been introduced had passed away.”3 So either the company disbanded or he resigned.


When his brother Orion, who had campaigned for Lincoln, received a political appointment as secretary of the Nevada Territory, Twain decided to join him. Twain had saved money as a pilot and paid for their stagecoach trip. It cost him $300—or about $7,500 in today’s dollars—and took twenty days to travel from St. Louis to Carson City, Nevada Territory. Once there, he worked for Orion as a clerk and then as a silver miner before taking up newspaper reporting.


It was as a reporter that he began getting himself in hot water.



Wild Reporters of the Wild West

For the most part, newspaper reporting was very different from what it is today. Most newspapers were small, being run by fewer than a dozen people. They were usually of one political bent or another, or they catered to a particular audience; for example, the San Francisco Daily Morning Call’s readers were primarily Irish. This made it easier for reporters to get articles approved by the editor that would never be published today.


Opinions were often mixed in with news reporting. Reporters would blend fiction with fact to spice up their stories. On slow news days, they sometimes just made up stories. In addition, rival newspapers were constantly sniping at each other, sometimes breaking out into verbal wars. Some were mock battles played out between friends. Others were very serious, and the attacks could become very personal and libelous. There was also a tradition in the West of raising tall tales to the level of art—the more exaggerated and outrageous, the better.


Twain loved all of that and was able to get away with it at Nevada’s leading newspaper, the Territorial Enterprise.
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The Petrified Man

One of his hoaxes that got him into trouble made it around the world. It is called a hoax, but I’m not sure he intended it to be. He carefully included clues that his story of the petrified man was a joke.


As he later wrote, “In the fall of 1862, in Nevada and California, the people got to running wild about extraordinary petrifications and other natural marvels. One could scarcely pick up a paper without finding in it one or two glorified discoveries of this kind. The mania was becoming a little ridiculous. I was a brand-new local editor in Virginia City [of the Territorial Enterprise], and I felt called upon to destroy this growing evil […].”5
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He did so by writing of the discovery of a petrified man, subtly describing him as being in “a sitting posture, and leaning against a huge mass of croppings; the attitude was pensive, the right thumb resting against the side of the nose; the left thumb partially supported the chin, the fore-finger pressing the inner corner of the left eye and drawing it partly open; the right eye was closed, and the fingers of the right hand spread apart.”


Twain added that the petrified man was cemented to the spot, and while some people wanted to give him a proper burial, “Judge S. refused to allow the charitable citizens to blast him from his position.”6 Judge Sewall was a new coroner whom Twain disliked and wanted to make fun of.


His readers took the story at face value, and it “swept the great globe and culminated in sublime and unimpeached legitimacy in the august London Lancet”7, which is still one of the world’s premier medical journals.


Another of his hoaxes got him into trouble a year later. This was a fictional report titled “A Bloody Massacre near Carson City,” which was a satire of the sensationally violent reporting that was common there in 1863, particularly by the Gold Hill Daily News. He included various impossible details and inconsistencies. He also put it under the pen name he used for humorous pieces—Mark Twain—but most of his readers didn’t notice. The news shot up and down the coast, and when it was discovered to be false, some termed it a hoax and called for his resignation.


He had to fight off the criticism for quite a while. About three weeks later, he wrote of “the revolting details of Another Bloody Massacre!,” explaining how 1,000 men were slaughtered by a criminal named Samson using a jawbone of an ass, adding a postscript predicting that the editor of the San Francisco Journal would again label Twain a hoaxer before discovering that the story was from the Bible and the jawbone was from one of the editor’s ancestors.


Five years after he wrote the bloody massacre story, he reminisced, “To find a petrified man, or break a stranger’s leg, or cave an imaginary mine, or discover some dead Indians in a Gold Hill tunnel, or massacre a family at Dutch Nick’s, were feats and calamities that we never hesitated about devising when the public needed matters of thrilling interest for breakfast. The seemingly tranquil Enterprise office was a ghastly factory of slaughter, mutilation and general destruction in those days.”8





Off to San Francisco

In spite of the controversies—or perhaps because of them—Twain’s humor attracted an audience, building his popularity on the West Coast. When an article he wrote as a joke was published by mistake, he ended up infuriating women who ran a local charity fund-raiser, and then he nearly had to fight a duel. Deciding it was time to move on, he and Steve Gillis—one of his friends at the Territorial Enterprise—quit their jobs and headed to San Francisco.


Once there, he began working for the San Francisco Daily Morning Call. Now he had to stick closer to the facts, and much of his work was just traditional local reporting without a byline. The reporting was bland and required long hours. It soon became routine and boring to him. He later described it as “soulless drudgery.”9 Still, he continued sending correspondence to the Daily Territorial Enterprise, where he had more freedom.


Of course he rebelled at the Call’s editorial restrictions. After Rudyard Kipling heard stories about Twain from this time, he wrote, “In San Francisco the men of the Call told me many legends of Mark’s apprenticeship in their paper five-and-twenty years ago; how he was a reporter delightfully incapable of reporting according to the needs of the day. He preferred, so they said, to coil himself into a heap and meditate until the last minute. Then he would produce copy bearing no sort of relationship to his legitimate work—a copy that made the editor swear horribly and the readers of the Call ask for more.”10


Twain was something of a social reformer, speaking out against hypocrisy, corruption, cruelty, injustices, and discrimination against Blacks and the Chinese. At that time, speaking out for Blacks was tolerated since the Civil War was going on but not for the Chinese. One such incident contributed to his leaving the Call.


He later wrote in his autobiography, “One Sunday afternoon I saw some hoodlums chasing and stoning a Chinaman who was heavily laden with the weekly wash of his Christian customers, and I noticed that a policeman was observing this performance with an amused interest—nothing more. He did not interfere. I wrote up the incident with considerable warmth and holy indignation.”11


His editor killed the story, not wanting to offend the prejudices of their readership. Twain lost interest in his work and began neglecting it. A month later, he was fired, or, as Twain put it, he retired at the solicitation of the publisher.


This was October 1864. While he continued to send letters to the Territorial Enterprise, he entered a period where he was often short of money.


A couple of months after leaving the Call, Twain and his friends Steve and Jim Gillis decided to try their hands at gold mining, so they headed off to Jackass Hill for three months, where the Gillises and Dick Stoker owned a cabin. They didn’t strike it rich, but it was while mining that Twain heard a number of tall tales that he later wrote down—including the jumping-frog story that he would make famous.





Going Gonzo

It was during this period that Twain developed a style that Hunter S. Thompson would later call “gonzo journalism.” Essentially, Twain would create a narrative spiced with humor, social commentary, and general outrageousness. It was iconoclastic, violated norms, and didn’t shy away from hurling insults. It would be based on actual events, with fictional elements and himself right in the middle of it all. While it wouldn’t be accurate, it would ring true. Some people felt it was more truthful than authentic news articles.


In his 1871 Roughing It lecture, he said, “A reporter has to lie a little, of course, or they would discharge him. That is the only drawback to the profession. […] Reporting is fascinating, but then it is distressing to have to lie so. Lying is bad—lying is very bad. Every individual in this house knows that by experience. I think that for a man to tell a lie when he can’t make anything by it, is wrong.”12


In his autobiography, Twain wrote, “all through my life: whenever I have diverged from custom and principle and uttered a truth, the rule has been that the hearer hadn’t strength of mind enough to believe it.”13


While traditional journalism punishes writers who invent sources, characters, and quotations and otherwise incorporate fictional elements into their work, many journalists admire gonzo and secretly wish they had the freedom to write it. Hunter Thompson flirted with it in his classic novel Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, but he really let loose in his articles for Scan-lan’s Monthly and Rolling Stone, even inventing a story of 1972 presidential candidate Edmund Muskie using the obscure hallucinogenic drug ibogaine that other journalists thought was true and repeated in their own reporting as being factual, much like Twain’s hoaxes.


Thompson also took Twain’s talent for creative insults to new levels, such as describing Richard Nixon as “a foul caricature of himself, a man with no soul, no inner convictions, with the integrity of a hyena and the style of a poison toad.”14 And, “If there were any such thing as true justice in this world, his rancid carcass would be somewhere down around Easter Island right now, in the belly of a hammerhead shark.”15


Twain cultivated his talent for creative insults, describing a reporter for the Virginia City Evening Bulletin as an “oyster-brained idiot.” Describing a Kingdom of Hawai‘i government official Charles Harris, Twain wrote that “this stately figure, which looks so like a Washington monument in the distance, is nothing but a thirty-dollar windmill when you get close to him.” Regarding the wife of poet and novelist Thomas Bailey Aldrich, he wrote, “I do not believe I could learn to like her except on a raft at sea with no other provisions in sight.” Of his lawyer, he noted, “He is a great fat good-natured, kind-hearted, chicken-livered slave; with no more pride than a tramp, no more sand than a rabbit, no more moral sense than a wax figure, and no more sex than a tapeworm. He sincerely thinks that he is honest; he sincerely thinks that he is honorable. It is my daily prayer to God that he be permitted to live and die in those superstitions.” After an editor tried to correct his language, he fumed, “This long-eared animal, this literary kangaroo, this bastard of the muse, this illiterate skull full of axle grease….” When comparing another author to Jane Austen, he said, “I could read his prose on salary, but not Jane’s. Jane is entirely impossible. It seems a great pity that they allowed her to die a natural death.” And on another occasion, he mused, “Every time I read Pride and Prejudice I want to dig her up and beat her over the skull with her own shinbone.”


Much American humor at that time featured colloquial speech, such as that of Josh Billings, Artemus Ward, and Petroleum V. Nasby. Twain tried that when he was young but cast it aside, preferring to use his own voice. And unlike anything else at the time, Twain’s work was subversive, exposing society’s evils and hypocrisies. His humor forced people to think after they laughed, much like the humor of Lenny Bruce, George Carlin, and Stephen Colbert. He sometimes went out of his way to shock people, feeling that if he could knock them off balance, they’d be more susceptible to his humor. He made fun of his enemies, his friends, and even himself. And while he was close friends with many missionaries, he made fun of them too. His satire was so advanced that it often went over the head of many of his readers and listeners.


Twain incorporated all of these elements in some of his correspondence from Hawai‘i, mixed in with his more traditional business and travel articles.





Famous Frog

By October 1865, Twain was beginning to realize that his path forward was through humor. In a letter he wrote to his brother Orion and his brother’s wife, he said, “I have had a ‘call’ to literature, of a low order—i.e. humorous. It is nothing to be proud of, but it is my strongest suit.”16


This was the same month that he finished writing and submitted “Jim Smiley and His Jumping Frog.” Appearing in New York’s Saturday Press, it was a big hit and was reprinted in American and British newspapers and pirated in at least one book. A year and a half later, he featured a modified version of it in his own collection of Western stories, titled The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County, and Other Sketches (1867). This would be his first book.


But when the story was first published, the San Francisco Alta proclaimed it “has set all New York in a roar, and he may be said to have made his mark. I have been asked fifty times about it and its author, and the papers are copying it near and far. It is voted the best thing of the day.”17


Nowadays it seems a bit odd that the story made so much noise. It’s just a tall tale about a stranger that comes into Angel’s Camp—a gold mining town—and is challenged by an inveterate gambler to bet on a jumping-frog race, but the gambler loses after the stranger surreptitiously slips a handful of shotgun pellets down the throat of the gambler’s frog, preventing him from jumping. But it’s not so much the story as the way it was written that caught people’s attention. The New York Tribune’s critic explained that “the style of the letter was so singularly fresh, original, and full of character as to attract prompt and universal attention.”18


Here is an excerpt:



Thish-yer Smiley had a mare—the boys called her the fifteen-minute nag, but that was only in fun, you know, because, of course, she was faster than that—and he used to win money on that horse, for all she was so slow and always had the asthma, or the distemper, or the consumption, or something of that kind. They used to give her two or three hundred yards’ start, and then pass her under way; but always at the fag-end [last part] of the race she’d get excited and desperate-like, and come cavorting and straddling up, and scattering her legs around limber, sometimes in the air, and sometimes out to one side amongst the fences, and kicking up m-o-r-e dust, and raising m-o-r-e racket with her coughing and sneezing and blowing her nose—and always fetch up at the stand just about a neck ahead, as near as you could cipher it down.




Twain had a natural style that people liked. Instead of being rather formal and grammatically correct—even as much writing still is today—it was very conversational and reflects the way people really talk. He would even purposefully pause in the middle of a thought and jump to something else to make it seem spontaneous.


While he didn’t think much of the story, in his autobiography he noted, “It certainly had a wide celebrity, […] but I was aware that it was only the frog that was celebrated. It wasn’t I. I was still an obscurity.”19


But it was a start.





Trouble in California

By the end of 1865, Twain accepted an assignment as the San Francisco correspondent for the Daily Territorial Enterprise, submitting daily reports for $90 a month, or roughly $2,300 a month in today’s dollars. He was also writing for the San Francisco Dramatic Chronicle for $40 a month and the Napa County Reporter, along with freelance contributions to the Californian and the New York Weekly Review.


But he was also involved in a war of words with journalist Albert Evans. Twain accused Evans—who used the pen names Fitz Smythe, Stiggers, and Amigo—of being a poor writer, of drinking too much, of being a liar, and of blindly glorifying the police, saying he “invariably and eternally slobbers them over with his slimy praise.”20 Evans, on the other hand, insinuated that Twain had venereal disease. Each of them wanted to kill the other.


He was also relentlessly criticizing the San Francisco police, accusing them of corruption and racism in his Daily Territorial Enterprise articles. He even attacked the police chief personally, saying, “I have not the remotest idea of meddling with his private affairs. Even if he kept a mistress, I would hardly parade it in the public prints; nor would I object to his performing any gymnastic miracle which might suggest itself to his mind as being calculated to afford her wholesome amusement. […] But Chief Burke don’t keep a mistress. On second thoughts, I only wish he did. I would call it malfeasance in office and publish it in a minute!”


The barrage of attacks prompted Chief Martin Burke to file a lawsuit against the newspaper, but it was thrown out because the newspaper was in another state and outside of the court’s jurisdiction. But his officers were looking for any opportunity to grab Twain and throw him in the slammer. And they got their chance in mid-January 1866, jailing him overnight for public drunkenness, probably on an exaggerated charge, although he was drinking heavily during this period.


A few days later. he wrote a letter to his mother and sister, saying, “I wish I was back there piloting up and down the [Mississippi] river again.” And he added that he received an invitation to sail on the maiden voyage of the steamship Ajax to Honolulu, “but I could not accept it, because there would be no one to write my correspondence while I was gone. But I am so sorry now. If the Ajax were back I would go quick and throw up the correspondence.”21


Even two years earlier when he was still in Virginia City, he wanted to go to the “Sandwich Islands”—an old name for the Hawaiian Islands that was used throughout the nineteenth century. He wrote to his sister, referring to the editor and owner of the Territorial Enterprise, saying, “Joe Goodman is gone to the Sandwich Islands. […] I wanted to go with Joe, but the news-editor was expecting every day to get sick (he has since accomplished it), and we could not all leave at once.”22


In a February 19, 1866, squib, the San Francisco Dramatic Chronicle noted,



Important


Up to 12 o’clock on Saturday night, “Mark Twain” had not been cowhided. But at half-past 11, Fitz Smythe was “hunting him” around at his favorite bowling alley on Pine Street. At a quarter before 12, the ferocious and bloodthirsty proprietor of the Napoleonic moustache and the gorgeously caparisoned charger was “laying” for the unsuspecting and defenseless jokist at the Faust Cellar. We would earnestly advise “Mark” to leave town for a week or two. Sagebrush Joe would like to see him.23




They were referring to Joe Goodman in Nevada, essentially suggesting Twain leave the state for a bit—which he accomplished two and a half weeks later.





Becoming a Foreign Correspondent

The idea of going to Hawai‘i must have become very attractive to Twain, for he decided that his Daily Territorial Enterprise correspondence was not that important after all, and so a friend of his, Charles Webb—the editor of the Californian and the Sacramento Daily Union’s San Francisco correspondent—approached the owners of the Daily Union with the idea of sending Twain to write a series of articles from the Islands.


Webb somehow sensed Twain was going to be a great success in spite of Twain’s professed laziness. Just four months earlier, he wrote in his correspondence to the Sacramento Daily Union, “To my thinking, Shakespeare had no more idea that he was writing for posterity than Mark Twain has at the present time, and it sometimes amuses me to think how future Mark Twain scholars will puzzle over that gentleman’s present hieroglyphics and occasionally eccentric expressions.”24


There were no complimentary tickets for the Ajax’s second voyage, but Webb later said he bought Twain’s ticket.


Sacramento is the capital of California, and at that time, the Sacramento Daily Union was the most important newspaper in the West. As the name “Mark Twain” was now fairly well known in California and Nevada and the jumping-frog story was well received in the East, the managers of the Union must have figured Twain’s dispatches from the Kingdom of Hawai‘i would garner attention. Hawai‘i was still its own country then, led by a king.


Reminiscing in 1898, Twain wrote that he went to “the Islands to write letters for the weekly edition of the Sacramento Union, a rich and influential daily journal which hadn’t any use for them, but could afford to spend twenty dollars a week for nothing. The proprietors were lovable and well-beloved men: long ago dead, no doubt, but in me there is at least one person who still holds them in grateful remembrance; for I dearly wanted to see the Islands, and they listened to me and gave me the opportunity when there was but slender likelihood that it could profit them in any way.”25


Actually, there already was interest in the Islands by the business community. The gold rush was coming to an end, and the West was looking for new opportunities to expand its economy. Passenger ships regularly sailed there, but the introduction of the steamship Ajax promised to cut travel time from roughly twenty-eight days to eleven days. And Congress had just voted to fund a mail steamer to China by way of Hawai‘i and Japan. Businessmen wanted to know more about the sugar industry, whaling, and trade. Most of the businesses there were already run by Americans. California was importing agricultural products from the Kingdom, and this had increased during the Civil War. Routine news from the Islands was regularly printed in newspapers all across the country, and churches closely followed the work of the missionaries. There was also considerable interest in Hawai‘i as an exotic paradise, and since few people could afford to go there, they vicariously visited the Islands through reading travel books and articles.


Twain’s dispatches from Hawai‘i gave him the opportunity to use a wide range of styles. They contain straight business information with statistics, reliable news reporting, politics, social commentary, travel writing, and a wide variety of humor, including subtle irony, wit, ridicule, satire, and even slapstick. In his Nevada writings, he often made fun of tenderfoots. In Hawai‘i, he was a tenderfoot, but that didn’t stop him from continuing to spoof them and himself, along with “the myth of grandiose expectations” and their expectation that they’ve crossed over into “hostile territory” when in fact they hadn’t.26


Twain emphasized the contrast between the sentimental views of the Islands and the realistic through the use of a fictional traveling companion named Mr. Brown. Brown is a crude, rather uncouth, ignorant character—at least in the beginning. He’s the realist, in contrast to Twain’s sentimentalism. When Twain starts drifting into sentimentality, Brown abruptly brings him back to reality. Brown sometimes acts as Twain’s alter ego, and Twain also uses him as a foil. While Brown appears at various points throughout the Union letters, Twain deleted him—except for three brief mentions—when he prepared the correspondence for a book on his Hawai‘i travels, which was unfortunate. Brown reappeared later on in more of his newspaper correspondence—such as those from New York and Washington—but the two characters gradually melded into one, and Twain eventually dropped Brown altogether.


Oddly, he deleted some of his best material from his Hawai‘i manuscript, replacing it with some dull stuff only obliquely related to Hawai‘i. Much of the added material were tall tales of the West that were told to him in a public room on Maui. On realizing he no longer had enough material for a book and needing to pad out the subscription edition of Roughing It—his book of Nevada and California writings—he ended up adding the revised Hawai‘i material to the end of that book, although it and all of the illustrations were soon removed from most later editions.


Twain’s humor in his Hawai‘i articles transitions between the exaggerated tall tale humor of the West and the more refined humor of his second book, The Innocents Abroad (1869). In the Union letters, he was able to experiment with different forms of humor—some successful and some not. I’m going to spare you from his tedious and droll vomit jokes, although I will mention them in passing so you’ll be thankful of what you’re missing. Perhaps being out of the country gave him a sense that he was writing for a broader audience. After the jumping frog’s success, he did have his eye on making a name for himself back East. While his Union letters were widely read in the western United States, large and small parts were reprinted in newspapers around the country for decades to come, although even his later humor was specifically designed to shock those with refined sensibilities.


In preparing to leave, Twain wrote this letter home to let them know of his sudden departure:



San Francisco, March 5, 1866.


My Dear Mother and Sister,


I start to the Sandwich Islands day after tomorrow (I suppose Annie [his niece] is geographer enough by this time to find them on the map) in the steamer Ajax. We shall arrive there in about twelve days. My friends seem determined that I shall not lack acquaintances, for I only decided today to go, and they have already sent me letters of introduction to everybody down there worth knowing, the King included, I believe.


I am to remain there a month and ransack the Islands, the great cataracts and the volcanoes completely, and write twenty or thirty letters to the Sacramento Union—for which they pay me as much money as I would get if I staid at home.


If I come back here I expect to start straight across the continent by way of the Columbia River, the Pend d’Oreille Lakes, through Montana and down the Missouri river—only 200 miles of land travel from San Francisco to New Orleans.


Goodbye for the present.


Yours,


Sam.27




He ended up staying four months in the Islands, not one, and he never made that trip to New Orleans.


As Hawai‘i had very few hotels or rooming houses—mainly in Honolulu—Twain’s friends loaded him down with letters of introduction to everyone they knew in Hawai‘i so he would receive a warm welcome and have someplace to stay when he ventured out of the town.


Then on March 7, 1866, his friends at the San Francisco Dramatic Chronicle bid him bon voyage:



For the Islands


“Mark Twain,” the funniest man now on top of the earth, so far as heard from, sails for the Sandwich Islands in the Ajax today. He will correspond with the Sacramento Daily Union, and everyone who knows “Mark’s” quality will join with us in the wish that his letters may be frequent and long. We enjoin it upon the commander of the Ajax to take especial care of “Mark,” for he is worth more than all the ship’s cargo. In these dismal days who shall put an estimate upon the value of a man who can make you laugh as “Mark” can?




A few days later, Virginia City’s Montana Post wrote, “The Golden Era says that the great California humorist, Mark Twain, is now on his way to the Sandwich Islands on the steamer Ajax and it would not be surprising if passengers and crew had humor breaking out all over them before arriving at Honolulu.”28








JOURNEY TO PARADISE
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[MARCH 7–18, 1866:]


Although Twain had been a riverboat pilot for four years, was very familiar with boats, and made many ocean voyages after this, this was his first time at sea—still, he handled it a lot better than many of the other passengers. The journey took eleven days, some of it in very rough weather.



“Making Sail”

Leaving all care and trouble and business behind in the city, now swinging gently around the hills and passing house by house and street by street out of view, we swept down through the Golden Gate and stretched away toward the shoreless horizon. It was a pleasant, breezy afternoon, and the strange new sense of entire and perfect emancipation from labor and responsibility coming strong upon me, I went up on the hurricane deck so that I could have room to enjoy it. I sat down on a bench, and for an hour I took a tranquil delight in that kind of labor which is such a luxury to the enlightened Christian—to-wit the labor of other people. […]


[Soon after leaving port, they hit rough weather.]


The ship was rolling fearfully. At this point I got up and started over to ask the captain if it wouldn’t be a good idea to belay a little for a change, but I fell down. I then resumed my former seat. For twenty minutes after this I took careful note of how the captain leaned his body hard to port when the ship lurched to starboard, and hard to larboard when she lurched to port, and then got up to practice a little. I only met with moderate success, though, and after a few extraordinary evolutions, fetched up against the mainmast. The concussion did not injure the mast perceptibly, but if it had been a brick house the case might have been very different. I proceeded below, rather discouraged.1


We had some thirty passengers; among them a cheerful soul by the name of Williams, and three sea-worn old whaleship captains going down to join their vessels. These latter played euchre in the smoking room day and night, drank astonishing quantities of raw whiskey without being in the least affected by it, and were the happiest people I think I ever saw.2


[The storm continued for four days, and all but about half a dozen passengers got horribly seasick. But even without seasickness, the storm was rough on Twain.]


You can take that four-days dose of your infamous “Pacific,” Mr. Balboa, and digest it; and you may consider it well for your reputation in California that we had pretty fair weather the balance of the voyage. If we hadn’t, I would have given you a blast in this letter that would have made your old dry bones rattle in your coffin—you shameless old foreign humbug!3
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In his next Union letter, Twain did blast Balboa for about six column inches, calling him such things as an “infatuated old ass” and a “Balboa-constrictor,” complaining in extended detail that for most of the year, the Pacific was not pacific.


In his book Roughing It, Twain also introduced a character nicknamed “Admiral,” although this man had never been in the Navy. The old Admiral was actually inspired by whaling captain James Smith. The very long profile of the Admiral starts out sympathetic, with him being as “tender-hearted as a girl,” but by the end he’s a very disagreeable character—an ignorant blowhard. He begins as a strong Unionist but ends as a strong Confederate, without really understanding what the war was about.


Twain wrote that “his face was the lodestone that chained the eye. It was a sultry disk, glowing determinedly out through a weather beaten mask of mahogany, and studded with warts, seamed with scars, ‘blazed’ all over with unfailing fresh slips of the razor; and with cheery eyes, under shaggy brows, contemplating the world from over the back of a gnarled crag of a nose that loomed vast and lonely out of the undulating immensity that spread away from its foundations.”


And when “the Admiral’s fires began to wax hot, the atmosphere thickened, the coming earthquake rumbled, he began to thunder and lighten. Within three minutes his volcano was in full eruption and he was discharging flames and ashes of indignation, belching black volumes of foul history aloft, and vomiting red-hot torrents of profanity from his crater.”4


When trapped in an argument, the Admiral began to make stuff up about a nonexistent war atrocity, but he was soundly put in his place by a quiet passenger named Williams, who seemed to agree with the Admiral, complimenting him while actually slapping him down with similar false evidence of another imagined war atrocity.





In the Middle of Nowhere

Twain spent a lot of time talking to people on the voyage gathering as much information as he could about the Islands. Unfortunately, he picked up a lot of false information, along with their prejudices, which he repeated in his initial letters to the Union. He corrected many of these later on as he got to know the Islands and its people better. The whaling captains provided him with a lot of information about whaling, and he talked with missionaries, along with their sons and daughters, some who had been born and raised in the Islands. The parents of Rev. Thomas Thurston and his sister Mary Hayden were on the first ship of missionaries to arrive. William Henry Dimond’s father was part of the seventh company of missionaries.


The two Ajax voyages were not profitable, so it ceased service to the Islands until May 1870 when it began carrying mail to Australia and New Zealand, stopping off in Honolulu with passengers and freight. It regularly visited Honolulu until November 1872.


Eleven days at sea seems like a long time to us since we can fly from the mainland in five or six hours, but that was fastest at that time. Normally, it was much longer. For people sailing from the East Coast, it could take many months. Hawai‘i is the most remote inhabited spot on Earth.


Because of the curvature of the Earth, the closest spots are Hilo on the eastern side of Big Island and San Francisco—a distance of 2,315 miles. Here are a few other distances, moving farther away:






	Los Angeles, California
	2,563



	Tahiti
	2,755



	Anchorage, Alaska
	2,787



	Tokyo, Japan
	3,860



	Chicago, Illinois
	4,254



	New York City, New York
	4,965



	Sydney, Australia
	5,080



	Manila, Philippines
	5,305



	London, England
	7,236



	Delhi, India
	7,408



	Cape Town, South Africa
	11,549






Note that these are the shortest distances by air. Many airline routes are longer, particularly if they have to refuel. For example, it’s unlikely you’ll be able to fly nonstop from Cape Town over Antarctica to Hawai‘i as I’ve measured here.


The Hawaiian Islands also include the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands, which are 131 smaller islands, islets, shoals, and atolls that continue the Hawaiian archipelago up to the northwest, extending for 1,523 miles—about the distance from the Mississippi River to Los Angeles. None of these are inhabited, except for the Midway Atoll, where four to five dozen US Fish and Wildlife Service employees and contract workers live. All of these islands, except for three Midway Islands, are part of the state of Hawai‘i.


I should also note, just in case you don’t live or spend much time here, that Hawai‘i is the name of the largest and southeasternmost island of the Hawaiian Islands. It is also the name for the eight largest islands as a group. Because of the confusion that can be caused by having the island and the group of islands using the same name, we commonly refer to the island of Hawai‘i as the Big Island.









O‘AHU




HONOLULU 1866

WHILE TWAIN DIDN’T GET SEASICK ON THE VOYAGE, four days before reaching Honolulu, he came down with the mumps and didn’t recover until after his arrival.
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[March 18, 1866:]

On a certain bright morning the Islands hove in sight, lying low on the lonely sea, and everybody climbed to the upper deck to look. After two thousand miles of watery solitude the vision was a welcome one.1

We came in sight of two of this group of islands, O‘ahu and Molokai2 (pronounced O-WAW-hoo and Mollo-KI), on the morning of the 18th, and soon exchanged the dark blue waters of the deep sea for the brilliant light blue of “soundings.” The fat, ugly birds (said to be a species of albatross) which had skimmed after us on tireless wings clear across the ocean, left us, and an occasional flying-fish went skimming over the water in their stead.

O‘ahu loomed high, rugged, treeless, barren, black and dreary, out of the sea, and in the distance Molokai lay like a homely sway-backed whale on the water.3

As we approached, the imposing promontory of Diamond Head rose up out of the ocean its rugged front softened by the hazy distance, and presently the details of the land began to make themselves manifest: first the line of beach; then the plumed coconut trees of the tropics; then cabins of the natives; then the white town of Honolulu, said to contain between twelve and fifteen thousand inhabitants spread over a dead level; with streets from twenty to thirty feet wide, solid and level as a floor, most of them straight as a line and few as crooked as a corkscrew.4


The Hawaiian Flag

As we rounded the promontory of Diamond Head (bringing into view a grove of coconut trees, first ocular proof that we were in the tropics), we ran up the stars and stripes at the main-spencer-gaff, and the Hawaiian flag at the fore. The latter is suggestive of the prominent political elements of the Islands. It is part French, part English, part American and is Hawaiian in general. The union jack in the corner has the crosses of England, Ireland, and Scotland; the remainder of the flag (horizontal stripes) looks American, but has a blue French stripe in addition to our red and white ones.


[image: In 1866, this was the flag of the Kingdom of Hawai‘i. Now it’s the state flag. This one has a small fishing shrine at its base above the palm frond where offerings are still made to Ku‘ula, Kū, or Kanaloa, the primary fishing gods. Whether this is a cultural or a religious practice depends on the individual’s intentions and beliefs. AUTHOR’S PHOTO]
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The flag was gotten up by foreign legations in council with the Hawaiian government. The eight stripes refer to the eight islands which are inhabited; the other four are barren rocks incapable of supporting a population.

[In 1816 a British captain designed the Hawaiian Kingdom’s flag for King Kamehameha. While no one is sure what it looked like, it’s thought to have looked like the current flag. The British flag—with its three styles of crosses of the patron saints of England, Scotland, and Ireland—is in the top left corner to represent that the Kingdom was under Britain’s protection, although Britain never officially recognized Hawai‘i as a protectorate. The Kingdom’s flag was retained when Hawai‘i became a U.S. territory in 1898, and again when Hawai‘i became the Union’s fiftieth state in 1959.]




Reflections

As we came in sight we fired a gun, and a good part of Honolulu turned out to welcome the steamer. It was Sunday morning, and about church time, and we steamed through the narrow channel to the music of six different church bells, which sent their mellow tones far and wide, over hills and valleys, which were peopled by naked, savage, thundering barbarians only fifty years ago!

Six Christian churches within five miles of the ruins of a pagan temple, where human sacrifices were daily offered up to hideous idols in the last century! We were within pistol shot of one of a group of islands whose ferocious inhabitants closed in upon the doomed and helpless Captain Cook and murdered him, eighty-seven years ago; and lo! their descendants were at church! Behold what the missionaries have wrought!




Not All That Savage

Okay, the Hawaiians didn’t murder a “doomed and helpless” Captain Cook. While that was the popular idea of what happened, Twain soon discovered it was wrong, and later on he gives an accurate account of what really took place.

Also, the Hawaiians were not nearly as savage as people thought. Their culture is very interesting and complex. In some ways, it’s better than Western culture, particularly when it comes to generosity and caring for one another.

Lawyer and sailor Richard Henry Dana wrote in his famous sea voyage exposé, Two Years before the Mast (1840), regarding Hawaiians,


I would have trusted my life and all I had in the hands of any one of these people; and certainly, had I wished for a favor or act of sacrifice, I would have gone to them all, in turn, before I should have applied to one of my own countrymen on the coast, and should have expected to see it done, before my own countrymen had got half through counting the cost.

Their customs, and manner of treating one another, show a simple, primitive generosity which is truly delightful, and which is often a reproach to our own people. Whatever one has, they all have. Money, food, clothes, they share with one another, even to the last piece of tobacco to put in their pipes. I once heard old Mr. Bingham [a Hawaiian named after the missionary] say, with the highest indignation, to a Yankee trader who was trying to persuade him to keep his money to himself, “No! we no all ’e same a’ you! Suppose one got money, all got money. You, suppose one got money lock him up in chest. No good!”

“Kānaka all ’e same a’ one!”

This principle they carry so far that none of them will eat anything in sight of others without offering it all round. I have seen one of them break a biscuit, which had been given him, into five parts, at a time when I knew he was on a very short allowance, as there was but little to eat on the beach.

[…] they were the most interesting, intelligent, and kind-hearted people that I ever fell in with. I felt a positive attachment for almost all of them; and many of them I have, to this day, a feeling for, which would lead me to go a great way for the pleasure of seeing them, and which will always make me feel a strong interest in the mere name of a Sandwich Islander.5



Sailor Ebenezer Townsend Jr. wrote in 1798, “These Islanders are neat in their persons, respect their legislators and their laws, are cheerful and obliging to each other. And they were extremely religious.”6

A lot of the so-called savage elements of their society arose from misunderstandings and from a general lack of knowledge of what Cook and other explorers were witnessing. If someone finds themselves in unfamiliar and possibly dangerous surroundings, they tend to fill in the blanks with the worst possible explanation in order to play it safe. And on the other side, some of what Cook’s men said and did made the Hawaiians wonder how Cook’s men could be so savage.

Even in 1873, after receiving many concerned inquiries, travel writer Isabella Bird felt it necessary to insist, “The natives are not savages, most decidedly not. They are on the whole a quiet, courteous, orderly, harmless, Christian community.”7

The missionaries fostered the idea that the ancient Hawaiians were savage because it made their work and achievements seem that much greater and helped them raise money, but I’m sure they would be just as horrified at our modern society.

Twain’s articles occasionally stray into racist territory, usually by attributing negative or unsavory attributes or actions to persons of other nationalities—Europeans and Hawaiians. He also inadvertently absorbed some of the false impressions that, no doubt, were circulating at the time regarding the native Hawaiians. It is unfortunate that he passed these on to his readers.

Twain eventually realized this and poked fun at his audience’s false beliefs by titling his lectures “Our Fellow Savages of the Sandwich Islands.” Still, it’s important to remember that Twain was one of the more liberal and most antiracist authors in his day, and he often caught flak for it. And, as Lawrence Downes put it, “readers should try to forgive Twain’s culture-bound ethnic insensitivity and remember that his misanthropy is refreshingly all-inclusive.”8

We’ll discuss the human sacrifices shortly, but they weren’t much different than the executions in America and Europe, except in Hawai‘i they were much less gruesome and didn’t involve torture. Remember that the witch trials and the Spanish Inquisition, which resulted in executions of many innocent people, were also based on warped religious ideas.

I’d also like to quickly point out that the term “Hawaiian” in Hawai‘i refers only to those of native Hawaiian ancestry and their culture. Everyone else who lives here is a “Hawai‘i resident,” even if they were born here. The term “local” is a bit broader. A local can be anyone who has a deep emotional connection to the land and a strong appreciation of the many different cultures and people here. A lot of the people who live here are not really locals. The term “kama‘āina” means “child of the land” or “one who was born here,” but merchants have broadened this by offering kama‘āina discounts to anyone with a Hawai‘i ID.
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Surrounded by Wonders

By the time we had worked our slow way up to the wharf, under the guidance of McIntyre, the pilot, a mixed crowd of 400 or 500 people had assembled—Chinamen, in the costume of their country; foreigners and the better class of natives, and “half whites” in carriages and dressed in Sacramento summer fashion; other native men on foot, some in the cast-off clothing of white folks, and a few wearing a battered hat, an old ragged vest, and nothing else—at least nothing but an unnecessarily slender rag passed between the legs; native women clad in a single garment—a bright colored robe or wrapper as voluminous as a balloon, with full sleeves.

This robe is “gathered” from shoulder to shoulder, before and behind, and then descends in ample folds to the feet—seldom a chemise or any other under garment—fits like a circus tent fits the tent pole, and no hoops. These robes were bright yellow, or bright crimson, or pure black occasionally, or gleaming white; but “solid colors” and “stunning” ones were the rule.


[image: The view of Nu‘uanu Avenue from a ship in 1877 (or 1884).]
The view of Nu‘uanu Avenue from a ship in 1877 (or 1884).
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They wore little hats such as the sex wear in your cities, and some of the younger women had very pretty faces and splendid black eyes and heavy masses of long black hair, occasionally put up in a “net.” Some of these dark, gingerbread colored beauties were on foot—generally on bare-foot, I may add—and others were on horseback—astraddle; they never ride any other way, and they ought to know which way is best, for there are no more accomplished horsewomen in the world, it is said.

The balance of the crowd consisted chiefly of little half-naked native boys and girls. All were chattering in the catchy, chopped-up Kanaka language; but what they were chattering about will always remain a mystery to me.


“Kanaka” is the Hawaiian word for “Hawaiian.” Literally it means “human being.” I’ve read of a number of other cultures who refer to themselves as simply “the people” or something similar, like this.






Climatic

We arrived here today at noon, and while I spent an hour or so talking, the other passengers exhausted all the lodging accommodations of Honolulu. So I must remain on board the ship tonight. It is very warm in the state-room, no air enters the ports. Therefore, have dressed in a way which seems best calculated to suit the exigencies of the case. A description of this dress is not necessary. I may observe, however, that I bought the chief article of it at “Ward’s” [Ward’s Shirt Store in San Francisco].

There are a good many mosquitoes around tonight and they are rather troublesome; but it is a source of unalloyed satisfaction to me to know that the two millions I sat down on a minute ago will never sing again.9
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Almost a King

I had not shaved since I left San Francisco—ten days. As soon as I got ashore I hunted for a striped pole, and shortly found one. I always had a yearning to be a king. This may never be, I suppose. But at any rate it will always be a satisfaction to me to know that if I am not a king, I am the next thing to it—I have been shaved by the King’s barber.




Landsmen on “Sea Legs”

Walking about on shore was very uncomfortable at first; there was no spring to the solid ground, and I missed the heaving and rolling of the ship’s deck. It was unpleasant to lean unconsciously to an anticipated lurch of the world and find that the world did not lurch, as it should have done. And there was something else missed—something gone—something wanting, I could not tell what—a dismal vacuum of some kind or other—a sense of emptiness.

But I found out what it was presently. It was the absence of the ceaseless dull hum of beating waves and whipping sails and fluttering of the propeller, and creaking of the ship—sounds I had become so accustomed to that I had ceased to notice them and had become unaware of their existence until the deep Sunday stillness on shore made me vaguely conscious that a familiar spirit of some kind or other was gone from me. Walking on the solid earth with legs used to the “giving” of the decks under his tread, made Brown sick, and he went off to bed and left me to wander alone about this odd-looking city of the tropics.10




Mark Twain’s Headquarters

One of the first places Mark Twain went on arriving in Honolulu was the offices of Hawai‘i’s largest newspaper—the Pacific Commercial Advertiser. Its editor and publisher, Henry Whitney, reminiscing forty-three years later in 1899, wrote,


It was in the early sixties, when a stranger entered its sanctum, and introduced himself as the correspondent of a California paper—the Sacramento Daily Union perhaps—and offered to assist in newspaper work, if agreeable. Having then one good assistant—Nat Ingalls—who was a very clever writer, no opening offered for him. Still, an occasional joke played on an unsuspecting victim, and racy items of news, made the stranger’s visits very welcome, and showed that he had a fund of humor ready for any occasion.

He was not only an inveterate joker, but also smoker, at least one box of cigars disappearing every week on an average. He made himself perfectly at home in my office, but would seldom leave without a parting joke.

I became quite attached to the stranger, who proved to be Mark Twain—a nom de plume then hardly known beyond the borders or California, as he was just commencing his literary career.11




[image: Left: The Pacific Commercial Advertiser office is the second building from the left. Called the Honolulu Hale, it was originally built for the Kingdom of Hawai‘i’s legislature. This photograph is from ca. 1885. When Twain was here, the bottom floor housed Henry Whitney’s bookstore on one side of the room and Honolulu’s post office on the other. Whitney was also Hawai‘i’s first postmaster. On the roof is a semaphore. Another semaphore on Telegraph Hill would use flags to signal here the arrival of ships containing the mail, news, or VIPs. Then church and factory bells would ring all over the city, and cannons were fired. Even ordinary ships prompted people to head to the wharves in excitement. Parties and celebrations often began at the docks. Right: Henry Whitney was the publisher of the Pacific Commercial Advertiser and a Hawaiian-language newspaper and also published books.]
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William Brash, who worked for Whitney, also remembered Twain’s arrival. When Brash was interviewed for the statewide celebration of Mark Twain Day to commemorate what would have been Twain’s eightieth birthday in 1915, he said,


I remember that visit of Mark Twain with much pleasure. You know I was a printer on the Advertiser in my early days before entering the service of the Wilder Steamship Company, so it was natural that I should see a good deal of the young correspondent during his stay in Honolulu.

About the first thing Mark Twain did when he arrived here, on the seventeenth [actually it was the eighteenth] of March, 1866, was to drop into the Advertiser office, and everyone there soon knew him. With the editor (the late Henry M. Whitney) he got along famously—but did not land a job, for Nat Ingalls was assisting in getting out the paper then and there was not enough work to keep two reporters going.

Nevertheless Mark Twain virtually made the Advertiser his headquarters, and Mr. Whitney liked to have him around, as did the printers. It was not so many years before that, you know, that Clemens was working at the printing trade himself and naturally he drifted back and forth from the editorial room to the composing room a good deal.

Thus Mark Twain immediately felt at home in Honolulu. Among his acquaintances, beside Mr. Whitney, he soon numbered others of prominence in the community, notably the Rev. S. C. Damon, then the editor of The Friend, and Henry Macfarlane. He had plenty of fun with each of them and they with him, and they became fast friends.

Of course Mark Twain’s first writings about life in Hawaii were full of exaggerations, but no one minded in the least. Everything he wrote was eagerly read and produced great merriment. That he, with all his fun-making, deeply loved Hawaii was evidenced in later years, and especially so in the prose poem now so widely used in the literature descriptive of the Islands.12



The prose poem is a quotation from one of Twain’s after-dinner speeches. We’ll take a closer look at it a little later.

Twain tried to get Whitney to give him a job, but we don’t know whether it was so he could earn some extra money while he was in Hawai‘i or whether it was because he wanted to stay there. Either way, Whitney probably felt Twain’s style of humor wasn’t right for his paper. Whitney did say that Twain occasionally contributed “quaint anecdotes” to the paper.13 Unfortunately, we don’t know what they were.




New Scenes and Strong Contrasts


[image: Fort Street in the 1860s or early 1870s, showing its intersection with Hotel Street (where the white pole is on the left), looking toward Nu‘uanu Valley. PHOTO BELIEVED TO BE BY HENRY L. CHASE]
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The further I traveled through the town the better I liked it. Every step revealed a new contrast—disclosed something I was unaccustomed to. In place of the grand mud-colored brown fronts of San Francisco, I saw dwellings built of straw, adobes, and cream-colored pebble-and-shell-conglomerated coral, cut into oblong blocks and laid in cement; also a great number of neat white cottages, with green window-shutters; in place of front yards like billiard-tables with iron fences around them, I saw these homes surrounded by ample yards, about like Portsmouth Square [in Chinatown, San Francisco] (as to size), thickly clad with green grass, and shaded by tall trees, through whose dense foliage the sun could scarcely penetrate; in place of the customary geranium, calla lily, etc., languishing in dust and general debility on tin-roofed rear additions or in bedroom windows, I saw luxurious banks and thickets of flowers, fresh as a meadow after a rain, and glowing with the richest dyes; in place of the dingy horrors of San Francisco’s pleasure grove, the “Willows,” and the painful sharp-pointed shrubbery of that funny caricature of nature which they call “South Park,” I saw huge-bodied, wide-spreading forest trees, with strange names and stranger appearance—trees that cast a shadow like a thunder-cloud, and were able to stand alone without being tied to green poles; in place of those vile, tiresome, stupid, everlasting gold-fish, wiggling around in glass globes, assuming countless shades and degrees of distortion through the magnifying and diminishing qualities of their transparent prison houses, I saw cats—Tom-cats, Mary Ann cats, long-tailed cats, bob-tailed cats, blind cats, one-eyed cats, wall-eyed cats, cross-eyed cats, gray cats, black cats, white cats, yellow cats, striped cats, spotted cats, tame cats, wild cats, singed cats, individual cats, groups of cats, platoons of cats, companies of cats, regiments of cats, armies of cats, multitudes of cats, millions of cats, and all of them sleek, fat, lazy and sound asleep.

I looked on a multitude of people, some white, in white coats, vests, pantaloons, even white cloth shoes, made snowy with chalk duly laid on every morning; but the majority of the people were almost as dark as negroes—women with comely features, fine black eyes, rounded forms, inclining to the voluptuous, clad in a single bright red or white garment that fell free and unconfined from shoulder to heel, long black hair falling loose, gypsy hats, encircled with wreaths of natural flowers of a brilliant carmine tint; plenty of dark men in various costumes, and some with nothing on but a battered stove-pipe hat tilted on the nose, and a very scant breech-clout [rag]; certain smoke-dried children were clothed in nothing but sunshine—a very neat fitting and picturesque apparel indeed.

In place of roughs and rowdies staring and blackguarding on the corners, I saw long-haired, saddle-colored Sandwich Island maidens sitting on the ground in the shade of corner houses, gazing indolently at whatever or whoever happened along; instead of wretched cobble-stone pavements, I walked on a firm foundation of coral, built up from the bottom of the sea by the absurd but persevering insect of that name, with a light layer of lava and cinders overlying the coral, belched up out of fathomless perdition long ago through the seared and blackened crater that stands dead and harmless in the distance now; instead of cramped and crowded streetcars, I met dusky native women sweeping by, free as the wind, on fleet horses and astride, with gaudy riding-sashes streaming like banners behind them; instead of the combined stenches of Sacramento Street, Chinadom and Brannan Street slaughter-houses, I breathed the balmy fragrance of jasmine, oleander, and the Pride of India; in place of the hurry and bustle and noisy confusion of San Francisco, I moved in the midst of a summer calm as tranquil as dawn in the Garden of Eden; in place of the Golden City’s skirting sand hills and the placid bay, I saw on the one side a frame-work of tall, precipitous mountains close at hand, clad in refreshing green, and cleft by deep, cool, chasm-like valleys—and in front the grand sweep of the ocean; a brilliant, transparent green near the shore, bound and bordered by a long white line of foamy spray dashing against the reef, and further out the dead, blue water of the deep sea, flecked with “white caps,” and in the far horizon a single, lonely sail—a mere accent-mark to emphasize a slumberous calm and a solitude that were without sound or limit. When the sun sunk down—the one intruder from other realms and persistent in suggestions of them—it was tranced luxury to sit in the perfumed air and forget that there was any world but these enchanted islands.14
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Coming to Hawai‘i is like going from black and white to color. It’s like in the Wizard of Oz when the tornado abruptly relocates Dorothy’s house and she opens her front door to see the wonderful Land of Oz. You are suddenly confronted with an endless summer filled with flowers in myriad hues, singing birds, majestic rainbows (which are often double rainbows), the most flavorful fruit you’ve ever tasted, languorous palm trees swaying lazily in the tropical breezes along soft, sandy beaches. Hawai‘i is the land of hula dancers, luaus, volcanoes, tikis, and Mai Tais, but it’s so much more than that, as Mark Twain quickly discovered.

Oddly, some people are immune to Hawai‘i’s charms. I just don’t get it. It’s as though they are color-blind. But for most people, this exotic paradise makes a lasting impression, so much so that if you’re like me, you’ll think about it every day you’re not here—wishing you were back—as I did for years before I was finally able to move here. For the rest of his life, Mark Twain was haunted by Hawai‘i and continually dreamt of returning here to live out his days in peaceful indolence. This was the start, when the scales fell from his eyes.

But while at heart Twain was a sentimentalist, he also had the practical streak of a realist.




Reality Bites!

It was such ecstasy to dream, and dream—till you got a bite.

A scorpion bite. Then the first duty was to get up out of the grass and kill the scorpion; and the next to bathe the bitten place with alcohol or brandy; and the next to resolve to keep out of the grass in the future. Then came an adjournment to the bed-chamber and the pastime of writing up the day’s journal with one hand and the destruction of mosquitoes with the other—a whole community of them at a slap. Then, observing an enemy approaching—a hairy tarantula on stilts—why not set the spittoon on him? It is done, and the projecting ends of his paws give a luminous idea of the magnitude of his reach.15

At this moment, this man Brown, who has no better manners than to read over one’s shoulder, observed:

“Yes, and hot. Oh, I reckon not (only 82 in the shade)! Go on, now, and put it all down, now that you’ve begun; just say, ‘And more “santipedes,” and cockroaches, and fleas, and lizards, and red ants, and scorpions, and spiders, and mosquitoes and missionaries’—oh, blame my cats if I’d live here two months, not if I was High-You-Muck-a-Muck and King of Wawhoo, and had a harem full of hyenas!” (Wahine—most generally pronounced Wyheeny [actually wah-HEE-nay]—seems to answer for wife, woman and female of questionable character, indifferently. I never can get this man Brown to understand that “hyena” is not the proper pronunciation. He says, “It ain’t any odds; it describes some of ’em, anyway.”)

I remarked, “But, Mr. Brown, these are trifles.”

“Trifles be—blowed! You get nipped by one of them scorpions once, and see how you like it! There was Mrs. Jones, swabbing her face with a sponge; she felt something grab her cheek; she dropped the sponge and out popped a scorpion an inch and a half long! Well, she just got up and danced the Highland fling for two hours and a half—and yell!—why, you could have heard her from Lu-wow to Hoolahoola, with the wind fair! and for three days she soaked her cheek in brandy and salt, and it swelled up as big as your two fists.

“And you want to know what made me light out of bed so sudden last night? Only a ‘santipede’—nothing, only a ‘santipede,’ with forty-two legs on a side, and every foot hot enough to burn a hole through a rawhide. Don’t you know one of them things grabbed Miss Boone’s foot when she was riding one day? He was hid in the stirrup, and just clamped himself around her foot and sunk his fangs plum through her shoe; and she just throwed her whole soul into one war-whoop and then fainted. And she didn’t get out of bed nor set that foot on the floor again for three weeks.

“And how













What a Pest





[image: (TOP) AUTHOR’S GRAPHIC, USING A MODIFIED 1843 MAP, WITH AN INSERTED MODIFIED ISLANDS MAP BY FOREST STARR AND KIM STARR AT THE HAWAI‘I STATE OFFICE OF PLANNING; (BOTTOM) AUTHOR’S GRAPHIC, USING AN 1881 HAWAIIAN GOVERNMENT SURVEY MAP, WITH AN O‘AHU SATELLITE IMAGE FROM THE HAWAI‘I STATE OFFICE OF PLANNING]









Lodging at the American House













Further Particulars in This Connection
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[image: This is the American House Hotel advertisement that Twain saw when he got off the Ajax. It wasin the Pacific Commercial Enterprise for March 17, 1866.]
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The Essentials: Water, Fruit, Liquor, Cigars
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O‘AHU EXPLORATIONS


Going to Prison










[image: Inmates at the O‘ahu Prison share poi in the late 1800s.]
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Twain’s Stately Steed




















The Steed Oahu






[image: Twain and Oahu from his book Roughing It.]
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Out of Prison, but in the Stocks






Honolulu’s Plague of Horses












Honolulu Prices for Horse Flesh








Itchy Palms




[image: Top: Waikīkī kalo fields from McCully Street ca. 1910. Bottom: King Kamehameha V’s cottage in King’s Grove, also known as The Royal Grove. It was one of several buildings that made up the royal compound. (TOP) RAY JEROME BAKER]












Waikīkī Village
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The Equestrian Excursion Concluded











A Beach of Bones







Battleground Whose History Is Forgotten
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Legendary






[image: Four portraits of King Kamehameha that were made during his lifetime. All but the bottom right picture were made by Louis Choris, artist in the brig Rurik, in 1816. Captain Otto von Kotzebue wrote that after finally convincing Kamehameha to have his portrait painted, “Choris succeeded in taking a very good likeness of him, though Kamehameha, in order to embarrass him, did not sit still a moment, and made all kinds of faces, in spite of my entreaties.” Most of Kamehameha’s later portraits were based on those by Choris. The bottom right portrait was made by Mikhail Tikhanov, the artist on board the Kamchatka, in 1818. The king had shaved the sides of his head in mourning for his sister. (TOP AND BOTTOM LEFT IMAGES) LOUIS CHORIS; (BOTTOM RIGHT) MIKHAIL TIKHANOV]












Sentiment







Impressing the Ladies
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Talk Like a Hawaiian






Paradise and the Pari (Joke)




[image: The Pali from the windward side in 1836. THEODORE AUGUSTE FISQUET]









Riding into Fairyland


[image: The Pali Overlook. AUTHOR’S PHOTO]
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Another Paradise
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PEOPLE WHO LIVE IN GRASS HOUSES


The Fearless Pā‘ū Riders





[image: Pā‘ū riders were initially known for riding very fast. This sketch from 1846 shows two women sailing past a startled man on the Honolulu plains in front of the Punchbowl. A. PLUME]










The Poi Thickens







[image: chpt_fig_005.png]


















‘Awa for Sale—Ditto Fish
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Saturday Is Party Time










Wicked Hula







[image: These 1816 premissionary hula dancers were wearing their kapa or imported cloths. The women’s short hair is bleached white along the front by a lime paste made from crushed coral, sometimes with a long violet curl combed back from the center of the forehead. The men’s illustration shows three different poses, but in reality, their movements would have been synchronized like those of the women. The men are wearing boar-tusk bracelets and dog-teeth anklets. The anklets made a rattling sound as they danced, and they’re holding feathered gourd rattles. One of the men is tattooed. Usually, it was only the wealthy and hula dancers who had tattoos. Their tattoos were of plant dyes that lasted from six months to a year. The men’s movements are often different than the women’s and are at times aggressive and threatening. LOUIS CHORIS]
























Good and Bad Chiefs

















Back to Dancing








The Influence of the Missionaries
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[image: The leader of the first company of missionaries, Rev. Hiram Bingham, arrived on the Big Island in 1820. This group consisted of fourteen adults, five children, and three Hawaiian helpers.]




[image: Rev. Asa Thurston and his wife Lucy in 1859. Although they look like they were going to a funeral, this was taken on their wedding anniversary. Bingham and Thurston helped create the written Hawaiian language and worked on translating the Bible into that language.]




[image: Medical doctor Dr. Gerrit Judd and Laura were part of the third company that arrived in 1828. Judd became Hawai‘i’s unofficial prime minister, directing all aspects of the government in the 1840s and 1850s.]




[image: Teacher Daniel and Charlotte Dole, ca. 1853, arrived with the ninth company in 1841. Their son, Sanford Dole—a second cousin of James Dole—was a founder of the Hawaiian Pineapple Company, which eventually became the Dole Food Company. He also helped draft the Bayonet Constitution in 1887 that King Kalākaua was forced to sign, taking away most of his powers. Then in 1893, Sanford was involved in the the coup d’état that overthrew the Kingdom of Hawai‘i and became the president of the Republic of Hawai‘i and then the first governor of the Territory of Hawaii.]




[image: Minister and medical doctor Rev. Dr. Dwight Baldwin ca. 1854, next to a photograph ofhis wife Charlotte ca. 1860. They were partof the fourth company that arrived in 1831. One of their sons owned a Maui pineapple company, while another was the Baldwin in Alexander & Baldwin, which was one of the “Big Five” trading and agriculture corporations that dominated Hawai‘i’s economy in the early twentieth century and that some believe controlled Hawai‘i’s government for decades. The Big Five also controlled 90 percent of the sugar industry.]





[image: Teacher Amos Cooke and wife Juliettewere also part of the eighth company. His daughter married the son of the Alexander in Alexander & Baldwin, and his son married the daughter of the Baldwin in Alexander& Baldwin. Another of his sons became president of C. Brewer & Co. and the Bank of Hawai‘i. And his grandson married the granddaughter of Gerrit P. Judd.]




[image: Rev. William Alexander and Mary Ann came over with the fifth company in 1832. One of their sons was a cofounder of Castle & Cooke and of Alexander & Baldwin—two of the Big Five. Their daughter married the Baldwin in Alexander & Baldwin, while another daughter married James Dole the “Pineapple King,” a founder of the Hawaiian Pineapple Company, which eventually became the Dole Food Company. He developed America’s first nationwide consumer advertising campaign to sell his canned pineapples.]




[image: Bank teller Samuel Castle, shown in 1878, and his second wife, Mary Castle—who was his first wife’s sister—is shown in 1889. They were with the eighth company, which arrived in 1837. Castle initially managed the mission’s finances but went on to found Castle & Cooke, one of the Big Five corporations. He was on the Privy Council of King Kamehameha V and King Lunalilo.]




[image: Mark Twain’s friend, Samuel Chenery Damon, andhis wife, Julia, came with the tenth company in 1842. They are shown ca. 1860 with their four sons: (left to right) Francis, Samuel Mills, Edward, and William. Samuel Mills Damon married the daughter of missionary Dwight Baldwin. Her brother was the Baldwin in Alexander & Baldwin, one of the Big Five. Samuel Mills became minister of finance of the Kingdom of Hawai‘i and the head of the bank that became First Hawaiian Bank. By the time he died in 1925, his estate was valued at more than $252 million. He was one of the biggest landowners in Hawai‘i. The missionaries were not supposed to “go awhoring after filthy lucre,” but many quit the mission in order to start their businesses. There’s a popular saying in Hawai‘i that the missionaries came to do good and did well.]






















[image: Children just don’t want to be like their parents. The Hawaiian culture rapidly changedin one generation. Ho‘olulu—sketched in 1819—was one of King Kamehameha’s chief officers, while his daughter Mrs. Benjamin Pitman (Kino‘oleoliliha)—painted here in 1849—was also a high chief. Ho‘olulu and his half brother were responsible for hiding King Kamehameha’s bones, and his descendants are still the guardians of Mauna‘ala, the Royal Mausoleum of Hawai‘i in Honolulu.]









ROYALTY AND ETIQUETTE




A Trip around the Island



[image: AUTHOR’S GRAPHIC WITH A SATELLITE IMAGE FROM THE HAWAI‘I STATE OFFICE OF PLANNING]
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Honored as a Curiosity
















Proper Etiquette
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The Best-Laid Plans of Mice and Twain












[image: The original ‘Iolani Palace was completed in about 1846. To the right is David Kalākaua in the 1860s.]












Inside the Royal Palace





[image: King Kamehameha and one of his wives, Ka‘ahumanu III (Kekāuluohi). Captain George Vancouver first met Kamehameha on Captain Cook’s third voyage and after meeting him again in 1794 wrote that “I was agreeably surprised in finding that his riper years had softened that stern ferocity which his younger days had exhibited […]” (LEFT) JAMES GAY SAWKINS IN 1850 USING A PORTRAIT BY LOUIS CHORIS; (RIGHT) CHARLES B. KING IN THE 1840S USING A SKETCH BY ALFRED THOMAS AGATE]













[image: The Palace’s throne room and the royal bedroom, which were restored using some of the original pieces that had been auctioned off after the overthrow of the monarchy when the Palace was turned into government offices of the Republic of Hawai‘i. AUTHOR’S PHOTOS]









Early Birds Get Worms
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