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    Across a vast and unstable frontier, ambition, comedy, and disillusion travel side by side, turning every mile into a test of how Americans imagine opportunity. Mark Twain’s Roughing It stands as one of the most vivid literary records of that restless impulse. Published in 1872, the book transforms western travel and frontier experience into a distinctive blend of memoir, satire, and social observation. From its opening movement, it presents the West not as a fixed legend but as a shifting landscape of hopes, exaggerations, failures, and reinventions. That tension between dream and reality gives the work much of its power and helps explain why it has remained central to discussions of American literature.

paragraphs here are intentionally omitted due to duplicate key error fix needed

Roughing It holds classic status in part because it helped define the literary voice now inseparable from Twain’s name: colloquial, observant, irreverent, and sharply alert to human vanity. The book captures regional speech, public boasting, speculative fever, and everyday absurdity with an energy that later American writers would continue to develop in fiction, travel writing, and comic prose. Its importance lies not only in what it describes but in how it describes it. Twain elevated anecdote and vernacular humor into a flexible literary instrument capable of recording national expansion while also exposing illusion, pretense, and self-deception.

Written after the experiences on which it draws and published in the early phase of Twain’s major career, Roughing It looks back to the years beginning in 1861, when Samuel Langhorne Clemens traveled west with his brother Orion Clemens, who had received an appointment as secretary of Nevada Territory. That journey provides the book’s central premise. What begins as a stagecoach trip away from the Mississippi world of Twain’s youth widens into a long encounter with mining camps, frontier towns, journalism, speculation, travel, and the culture of the American West. The narrative is episodic by design, gathering scenes and adventures rather than unfolding as a tightly plotted novel.

This factual foundation matters because Roughing It belongs to a crucial moment in nineteenth-century American literary history. The United States was expanding rapidly, and the West occupied the national imagination as both material reality and mythic destination. Twain writes from within that historical movement, yet he does not simply celebrate it in solemn terms. Instead, he reveals how expansion was lived in confusion, improvisation, and contradiction. The result is a book that documents territorial America while questioning the stories Americans tell about progress, character, and success. Its classic reputation rests partly on this double vision: documentary immediacy joined to comic skepticism.

Another reason for the book’s durability is its command of tone. Roughing It can be exuberant without becoming naive and critical without becoming distant. Twain’s humor is not ornamental; it is the method by which he studies people, institutions, and ambitions. Tall tales, comic misreadings, inflated expectations, and antic reversals create entertainment, but they also sharpen perception. Through laughter, the reader sees how quickly confidence turns into folly and how easily public myth overtakes lived experience. Later writers of American humor and realism found in Twain’s example a way to unite popular readability with literary seriousness, making comedy a vehicle for cultural analysis.

The book also matters because it expands the possibilities of travel writing. Rather than offering a polished guide to scenery and customs, Twain presents movement itself as disorienting, accidental, and transformative. Distances are immense, information is unreliable, and every new place seems to generate both marvels and misunderstandings. In this way, Roughing It does more than recount a western journey; it dramatizes the experience of entering a world whose rules are unstable. That approach influenced later narratives in which travel becomes a means of testing identity, perspective, and national belief. Twain’s traveler is not a master interpreter but a participant in uncertainty.

At the center of the book is a young narrator learning to observe a culture built on speed, chance, and performance. Mining booms, newspaper work, and frontier encounters all become occasions for Twain to examine the difference between appearance and actuality. Without revealing later developments, it is enough to say that the narrative’s early movement places its speaker among schemes, rumors, and rapidly changing fortunes. This setting allows Twain to explore one of his enduring subjects: the theater of self-invention. On the frontier, people are always becoming something else, and the line between aspiration and imposture is often difficult to draw.

Roughing It is often read alongside Twain’s other major books because it helps illuminate the range of his literary project. If his later fiction would deepen his examination of race, childhood, violence, and moral conflict, this work shows the development of the observational habits and tonal flexibility that made those achievements possible. It demonstrates how closely Twain listened to spoken language, how keenly he noticed social performance, and how readily he turned local material into national commentary. For students of American literature, the book is indispensable not only as an entertaining narrative but as a workshop in the making of one of the nation’s defining prose styles.

Its influence on later writers can be traced in broad and verifiable terms through the continuing importance of Twain’s vernacular humor, skeptical narration, and treatment of American mobility. Writers interested in regional life, comic realism, road narratives, and the exposure of public myth have worked in territory that Roughing It helped make available. The book showed that literary art could emerge from frontier anecdote, newspaper wit, and spoken idiom without surrendering intelligence or form. It also contributed to the prestige of a recognizably American mode of prose, less indebted to imported decorum and more responsive to local speech, improvisation, and social contradiction.

The work endures as more than a period piece because its themes are not confined to the nineteenth century. Readers still recognize the lure of reinvention, the instability of boom-and-bust culture, the seduction of public hype, and the uneasy relationship between mobility and self-knowledge. Twain’s frontier is geographically specific, yet the patterns he observes remain familiar wherever people chase opportunity under uncertain conditions. The comedy lands because it is rooted in recurrent human behavior: overconfidence, gullibility, vanity, resilience, and the habit of turning misfortune into story. These are not relics of one era but continuing elements of modern social life.

There is also lasting value in the book’s refusal to simplify the West into either noble promise or total deception. Twain records excitement, hardship, absurdity, and wonder without forcing them into a single moral lesson. That balance gives Roughing It unusual vitality. It invites readers to enjoy adventure while also noticing the systems of exaggeration and speculation surrounding it. Such a method feels strikingly contemporary in an age equally shaped by image, promotion, and unstable narratives of success. The book’s intelligence lies in its capacity to entertain while training skepticism, asking readers to delight in the spectacle even as they question its claims to truth and permanence.
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    Mark Twain’s Roughing It, first published in 1872, is a travel memoir drawn from the author’s experiences in the American West and the Pacific during the 1860s. Framed with humor, exaggeration, and social observation, the book follows a young Samuel Clemens as he leaves the Mississippi Valley for the Nevada Territory. The opening establishes both the practical and imaginative stakes of the journey: a long overland passage into regions widely associated with opportunity, hardship, and reinvention. From the start, Twain presents western expansion as a source of fascination and confusion, inviting readers to consider how myth and reality shape one another.

The early chapters center on the stagecoach trip across the plains and mountains, where the travelers encounter distance, discomfort, and the unfamiliar scale of western landscapes. Twain records the routines of road travel, the dangers and inconveniences of frontier conditions, and the personalities that emerge under strain. He also turns repeatedly to comic episodes that test accepted ideas about courage, expertise, and civilization. These scenes establish an important pattern for the book as a whole: personal experience is filtered through satire, and even seemingly straightforward description becomes a way of examining national habits, regional identity, and the stories Americans tell about the frontier.

After arriving in the Nevada Territory, Twain shifts from travel narrative to a portrait of boomtown life, especially the restless atmosphere surrounding mining speculation. He describes settlements that grow quickly, fortunes that seem possible at any moment, and a public culture driven by rumor, ambition, and improvisation. Rather than presenting mining as a clear path to success, the book emphasizes confusion, unstable expectations, and the gap between hopeful talk and daily reality. Twain’s attention to business schemes, legal disputes, and social rituals shows how a rapidly changing society operates when institutions are still forming and people are trying to define value, status, and credibility on the move.

The memoir then follows Twain’s own efforts to find a place within this unsettled world. He tries different roles, learns through failure, and observes how inexperience can become both a liability and a source of comic material. These sections are less about steady advancement than about adaptation, as the narrator encounters practical problems and local customs that resist eastern assumptions. Twain uses his persona as a newcomer to expose misunderstandings without treating the West as merely exotic. The result is a sustained inquiry into how people invent themselves in new environments, and how confidence, performance, and luck often matter as much as knowledge.

A major development comes with Twain’s increasing involvement in journalism, which gives the book a new vantage point on territorial society. Reporting and writing allow him to move among public events, political quarrels, and local scandals while sharpening the observational style for which he became known. Through newspaper culture, Roughing It examines the creation of public opinion in a volatile setting where information travels quickly but not always reliably. Twain’s comic treatment of editors, speakers, and self-promoters underscores a central tension in the memoir: language can clarify experience, but it can also inflate, distort, and entertain in ways that blur the line between record and performance.

As the narrative continues, Twain broadens his scope beyond Nevada to California, where urban life, regional rivalries, and literary ambition reshape the tone of the memoir. San Francisco appears as a place of commercial energy and cultural aspiration, distinct from mining camps yet linked to the same larger patterns of mobility and invention. Twain observes lectures, newspapers, and social circles with the same mixture of curiosity and skepticism that marks earlier chapters. His account suggests that the West is not a single experience but a collection of overlapping worlds, each developing its own manners and myths while remaining tied to broader national changes.

The book later extends into the Pacific, especially through Twain’s visit to the Sandwich Islands, now Hawaii, where the memoir takes on a stronger travel-reporting character. Here he records landscapes, local institutions, religious influence, and the encounters produced by trade and colonial presence. Although his perspective remains that of a nineteenth-century American observer, these chapters widen the book’s concerns by placing western movement within an oceanic context. The shift in setting allows Twain to compare societies, question assumptions carried from the mainland, and reflect on how travel alters both perception and narrative, even when the traveler remains prone to misreading what he sees.

Throughout Roughing It, Twain blends factual recollection with comic storytelling, tall-tale conventions, and sketches of memorable figures. This method is central to the book’s design rather than incidental to it. The memoir repeatedly asks how experience should be narrated when the raw material is already shaped by rumor, spectacle, and self-dramatization. Twain does not simply celebrate frontier adventure; he examines credulity, pretension, and the human tendency to turn uncertainty into story. By placing exaggeration alongside recognizable historical settings, he captures a culture in motion and shows how humor can register both genuine wonder and critical distance.

Taken as a whole, Roughing It offers a vivid account of western travel, territorial society, and personal formation during a period of rapid expansion in the United States. Its enduring significance lies in the way it turns memoir into a flexible form capable of combining observation, satire, and historical testimony. Without depending on suspense or revelation, the book sustains interest through voice, shifting settings, and its probing view of aspiration in unstable environments. In a spoiler-safe sense, its broader message concerns the making of American myths: how ambition, movement, and storytelling together create a national image that is as revealing in its distortions as in its facts.
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    Mark Twain's Roughing It, published in 1872, looks back mainly to the American West of the early 1860s, especially the Nevada and California frontier during and just after the Civil War. The narrative begins with overland travel from the Mississippi Valley toward the Great Basin, a region then being rapidly incorporated into federal territory and commercial networks. Its setting is framed by expansionist institutions: the U.S. territorial system, the postal service, stagecoach lines, mining law, and a growing newspaper culture. Twain uses these settings not simply as scenery but as structures that organized western life and shaped opportunity, risk, and authority.

The book is closely tied to Samuel Langhorne Clemens's own biography. In 1861, shortly before the Civil War fully transformed national life, Clemens left Missouri with his brother Orion Clemens, who had been appointed secretary of Nevada Territory. That appointment came through Republican political patronage, a common feature of federal territorial administration. Clemens's westward journey and subsequent experiences in Nevada and California supplied the material for Roughing It. Although the book is a memoir shaped by comic exaggeration, its historical basis lies in a documented moment when federal offices, migration, and journalism connected eastern politics to western settlement.

One major historical force behind the narrative is the westward movement of population in the mid nineteenth century. The discovery of gold in California in 1848 and later mineral strikes across the Great Basin helped draw migrants, speculators, merchants, and adventurers into lands newly claimed by the United States after the Mexican-American War. Roughing It reflects this migration through crowded routes, improvised towns, and a constant expectation of sudden fortune. Twain often satirizes the dreams of easy wealth and quick advancement that animated frontier society, showing how boosterism, rumor, and disappointment accompanied the actual movement of people into the West.

The overland journey in the book belongs to the era just before the transcontinental railroad transformed travel. In 1861, the same year Clemens headed west, the Central Overland California and Pikes Peak Express Company ended the brief Pony Express service, while stage travel remained a principal means of crossing the interior. Twain's account of long stagecoach rides, difficult terrain, stations, and delays reflects the practical conditions of pre-rail transcontinental movement. His comic treatment of discomfort and danger also points to a larger truth: the West was becoming more connected to the nation, but transportation was still slow, physically taxing, and dependent on scattered private and federal infrastructure.

Communication technologies were changing western life as well. The completion of the transcontinental telegraph in 1861 linked California and the eastern states much more rapidly than mail could. Roughing It captures a society in which news, rumor, and speculation moved through newspapers and telegraph offices with growing speed. Twain's interest in journalism and in the circulation of improbable stories reflects this information environment. He repeatedly exposes how exaggerated reports could create reputations, move markets, or excite public opinion. In doing so, the book mirrors a period when communications technology compressed distance but did not guarantee reliability or truth.

Mining is central to the world of Roughing It, especially the silver boom associated with the Comstock Lode in western Nevada, first publicized in 1859. The Comstock was one of the most important mineral discoveries in the United States, drawing large numbers of prospectors and investors to Virginia City and nearby camps. Twain's depictions of claim jumping, assays, stock excitement, and sudden reversals echo the real instability of mining economies. He shows that western wealth was often speculative before it was productive. His satire of amateur prospectors and inflated expectations critiques a culture shaped by mineral capitalism, where paper fortunes could rise faster than ore was extracted.

The growth of Nevada Territory forms another essential context. Congress created the territory in 1861, and Nevada became a state in 1864 during the Civil War. Federal officials, judges, and officeholders helped impose administrative order on a region that had expanded quickly because of mining. Roughing It reflects this transitional moment when law existed but was often improvised, contested, or unevenly enforced. Twain's portrayals of courts, officeholders, and civic life draw attention to the gap between formal institutions and frontier practice. The humor often comes from this mismatch, but the historical point is serious: territorial government was a crucial instrument of national expansion.

The Civil War remains mostly offstage in Roughing It, yet it shapes the book's world. Clemens left Missouri in 1861 after a brief and limited association with a local Confederate militia unit; he did not become a soldier in the long conflict. In the West, however, the war influenced federal appointments, party alignments, and the strategic importance of holding territories loyal to the Union. Nevada's rapid admission as a state contributed electoral votes and political support to the Lincoln administration. Twain's western narrative thus unfolds in a region that could appear distant from the battlefields while still being deeply tied to wartime nation-building and Union politics.

Missouri, where Clemens grew up and from which he departed, was a border state marked by slavery, divided loyalties, and violence at the start of the war. That background helps explain both the timing of his departure and the perspective he brings to western society. Roughing It does not dwell on slavery in the way some of Twain's other works engage race and national memory, but its movement away from Missouri into the territories reflects a broader national displacement produced by sectional crisis. The journey west can therefore be read in historical terms as an escape from one contested social order into another, less settled but equally shaped by power and competition.

Journalism is one of the strongest institutional contexts in the book. Twain worked for newspapers in Nevada and later California, including the Territorial Enterprise of Virginia City, one of the most influential papers in the mining West. Western journalism in the 1860s was partisan, competitive, and often highly performative, rewarding wit, speed, and sensationalism. Roughing It echoes this world through its attention to hoaxes, local celebrity, and the making of public opinion. Twain's comic self-presentation as a reporter and observer also records the emergence of journalism as a route to cultural authority in the expanding United States.

California, especially San Francisco, appears in the book as a western metropolis rather than a raw frontier. By the 1860s the city was a major port, commercial center, and publishing hub linked to Pacific trade and western finance. Twain's movement from inland camps to urban California reflects a broader pattern in which mining frontiers fed coastal business and print culture. Roughing It registers this shift by contrasting rough settlements with more organized urban life, while still exposing fraud, speculation, and theatrical self-promotion in both places. The effect is to show that the culture of exaggeration was not confined to remote camps but extended into the institutions of modern commerce.

The book also belongs to the history of American humor and literary nationalism after the Civil War. Twain drew on traditions of southwestern humor, tall tales, and vernacular speech, but he used them to depict recognizable institutions and places rather than purely fictional backwoods settings. Roughing It helped make the West legible to eastern readers as both a real region and a comic stage. Its narrative voice reflects a period when American writers increasingly treated local speech, regional customs, and popular journalism as worthy literary material. In that sense, the book participates in the broader cultural effort to define a distinctly American prose style.

Another important context is the treatment of Indigenous peoples in the trans-Mississippi West. The overland routes crossed Native lands, and federal expansion, migration, and military activity disrupted existing societies throughout the region. Roughing It includes descriptions of Native people that reflect attitudes common among many nineteenth-century white Americans and often shaped by stereotype rather than understanding. Historically, these depictions belong to an era of violent conflict, dispossession, and settler colonialism. The book therefore serves as evidence not only of frontier mobility but also of the prejudices embedded in expansion. Reading it in context requires recognizing both its observational power and its limitations.

The economy of the West in the 1860s depended not only on mining but also on networks of credit, supply, and transport. Merchants, freighters, boardinghouses, and speculators profited from boomtown conditions, while many laborers and prospectors failed to secure lasting wealth. Roughing It repeatedly underscores this unevenness. Its humor about failed schemes, inflated prices, and unstable ventures reflects material realities of frontier capitalism, where scarcity and sudden demand could make ordinary goods expensive and financial risk constant. Twain's account thus helps illuminate how everyday life in mining regions was organized by volatile markets, not merely by romantic adventure or heroic individual effort.

The publication of Roughing It in 1872 also matters historically. By then the United States had completed the first transcontinental railroad in 1869, making the overland world Twain described seem both recent and already partly past. Readers encountered the book at a moment when Reconstruction, industrial growth, and corporate expansion were reshaping the nation. Twain's retrospective portrait of the stagecoach-and-camp West offered nostalgia, but not simple celebration. By revisiting the pre-rail frontier, he preserved a memory of improvisation and disorder while allowing readers to compare that world with the more integrated, bureaucratic, and commercially organized nation emerging in the 1870s.

Twain's method throughout the book is to combine firsthand recollection with comic distortion, a practice that has historical implications. Roughing It is not a documentary record in a strict sense, yet it conveys the social atmosphere of western migration, journalism, and speculation with unusual vividness. His exaggerations often reveal rather than conceal historical truths, especially about credulity, ambition, and the instability of frontier institutions. At the same time, the book reminds modern readers to distinguish memoir from literal chronicle. Its historical value lies in the interaction between experience and performance, which was itself characteristic of the culture Twain describes.

Taken together, Roughing It functions as both a mirror and a critique of the era that produced it. It mirrors the United States at a time of territorial expansion, wartime state-building, technological change, mineral speculation, and rapidly growing media networks. It critiques the myths that accompanied those developments, especially the belief that the West was a straightforward field of democratic opportunity and honest self-making. Twain instead shows a society driven by chance, promotion, and uneven power. For that reason, the book remains historically important not just for what it records about the 1860s West, but for how it questions the national stories Americans told about expansion and progress.
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    Introduction
Mark Twain, the pen name of Samuel Langhorne Clemens, was one of the most influential American writers of the nineteenth century. Born in 1835 in Florida, Missouri, and raised largely in Hannibal, he transformed memories of life along the Mississippi River into fiction and nonfiction that helped define a national literary voice. He is best known for works such as The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Life on the Mississippi, and A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court. Twain was also a journalist, lecturer, and humorist whose writing combined wit, social criticism, regional speech, and sharp observation of American life.
Twain’s historical significance rests not only on popularity but also on the lasting reach of his style and themes. He brought vernacular language into major literature with unusual confidence, giving ordinary speech a central place in narrative art. His books examined childhood, race, slavery, greed, violence, imperial ambition, and the promises and failures of democracy in the United States. He became an international celebrity through publishing and lecture tours, yet his reputation endured because his humor was tied to moral seriousness. By the time of his death in 1910, he was widely regarded as a major literary figure whose work shaped how America imagined itself.
Education and Literary Influences
Twain’s formal schooling was limited. After his father died during Twain’s boyhood, economic need pushed him into work rather than extended academic study. He apprenticed as a printer and later worked as a typesetter and journalist, occupations that gave him practical training in language, editing, and the rhythms of newspaper prose. His education came largely through reading, observation, and experience. Life in a slaveholding border state, river culture on the Mississippi, and the rapidly changing press environment of the mid-nineteenth century all informed his outlook. These formative settings supplied the material, voices, and social tensions that would animate his mature writing.
Among Twain’s strongest influences were oral storytelling, Southwestern frontier humor, travel writing, and the Bible’s cadences, which he knew well from the Protestant culture of his upbringing. His years as a steamboat pilot deeply shaped his ear for technical language and regional speech, while his later time in the American West broadened his sense of comic exaggeration and journalistic satire. He read widely, though he was not a product of a university tradition. The works of Shakespeare, Cervantes, and other major European writers were part of the literary world he engaged, but his most distinctive influence remained lived experience translated through a skeptical, humorous intelligence.
Literary Career
Twain first gained wide attention in the 1860s as a newspaper writer and lecturer in the American West. His comic tale The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County brought him national notice and established his reputation for deadpan narration and regional humor. Travel books such as The Innocents Abroad and Roughing It expanded his audience, blending firsthand observation with satire directed at tourism, pretension, and cultural vanity. These books showed his ability to move between journalism and literature while maintaining a lively public voice. By the early 1870s he had become a recognizable author whose name signaled both entertainment and pointed commentary.
In the following decades Twain produced the books most closely associated with his legacy. The Adventures of Tom Sawyer drew on boyhood memories of the Mississippi River town environment, while Adventures of Huckleberry Finn pushed further in moral and stylistic ambition. The Prince and the Pauper and A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court showed his range, turning to historical fantasy and satire to explore inequality, power, and technological modernity. Life on the Mississippi united memoir, history, and travel writing. Across genres, he developed a prose style that was lucid, flexible, and often conversational, able to move quickly from comedy to criticism without losing narrative force.
Critical reception during Twain’s lifetime was broad but uneven, reflecting both his popularity and the seriousness of his themes. He was celebrated as a humorist, yet many readers and reviewers also recognized the deeper social analysis in his work. Adventures of Huckleberry Finn in particular drew attention for its use of vernacular speech and for its treatment of race and conscience, elements that later made it central to debates about American literature. Twain’s success on the lecture circuit reinforced his celebrity, while his publishing ventures and business decisions revealed an author deeply involved in the commercial side of authorship, not always with favorable financial results.
Twain’s career also included setbacks that influenced his writing and public life. He invested heavily in projects that failed, most famously in connection with the Paige typesetting machine, and financial pressures eventually led him to undertake extensive lecture tours to repay debts. These experiences sharpened his skepticism about progress, speculation, and the promises of modern enterprise. In later writing, the comic confidence of his middle years often gave way to darker tones, visible in works such as Pudd'nhead Wilson, Following the Equator, and essays published during and after his lifetime. Even so, he remained a commanding literary presence whose name carried unusual authority in the English-speaking world.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Twain’s views were complex, but many of his convictions are well documented in his speeches, essays, letters, and books. Having grown up in a slave state, he later became a forceful critic of slavery and racial injustice, and these concerns shaped some of his most important fiction. He was suspicious of sham respectability, inherited privilege, and organized hypocrisy, and he repeatedly used humor to expose them. His writing often defended the dignity of ordinary people against oppressive systems. He also valued freedom of thought and expression, resisting rigid dogma and favoring a moral perspective grounded in human sympathy over conventional piety.
In public commentary from his later years, Twain became an outspoken critic of imperialism, especially in relation to American actions abroad around the turn of the twentieth century. His anti-imperialist essays and statements linked political domination with moral corruption, and he challenged the language by which empires justified violence. He also supported causes connected to education and intellectual opportunity, including women’s advancement in some contexts, though his views, like those of many public figures of his era, were not always fully consistent by modern standards. What remains clear is that he used his fame to intervene in civic debates, and his social criticism was inseparable from his literary achievement.
Final Years & Legacy
Twain’s later years were marked by international travel, continuing publication, bereavement, and an increasingly somber cast of mind. He remained a revered public figure, often photographed and quoted, while continuing to produce essays, autobiographical dictation, and fiction. Works associated with his final period include Following the Equator and later writings that were published posthumously, though not all were prepared for publication in his lifetime. He spent significant time in the United States and abroad, and his white suit became part of his public image. Despite personal and financial hardships, he retained extraordinary cultural visibility and was treated as a national man of letters.
Samuel Langhorne Clemens died in 1910 in Redding, Connecticut. After his death, his reputation continued to grow, though not without argument about race, language, and the uses of satire. Scholars, writers, and readers have returned especially to Adventures of Huckleberry Finn as a foundational text in American literature, while Tom Sawyer, Life on the Mississippi, and his essays remain widely read. Twain’s legacy lies in his command of voice, his fusion of comedy with ethical inquiry, and his refusal to separate entertainment from criticism. He helped establish a distinctly American prose tradition, and his influence can be traced across fiction, journalism, humor, and public commentary.
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This book is merely a personal narrative, and not a pretentious history or a philosophical dissertation. It is a record of several years of variegated vagabondizing, and its object is rather to help the resting reader while away an idle hour than afflict him with metaphysics, or goad him with science. Still, there is information in the volume; information concerning an interesting episode in the history of the Far West, about which no books have been written by persons who were on the ground in person, and saw the happenings of the time with their own eyes. I allude to the rise, growth and culmination of the silver-mining fever in Nevada — a curious episode, in some respects; the only one, of its peculiar kind, that has occurred in the land; and the only one, indeed, that is likely to occur in it.



Yes, take it all around, there is quite a good deal of information in the book. I regret this very much; but really it could not be helped: information appears to stew out of me naturally, like the precious ottar of roses[2] out of the otter. Sometimes it has seemed to me that I would give worlds if I could retain my facts; but it cannot be. The more I calk up the sources, and the tighter I get, the more I leak wisdom. Therefore, I can only claim indulgence at the hands of the reader, not justification.



THE AUTHOR.
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My brother had just been appointed Secretary of Nevada Territory[1] — an office of such majesty that it concentrated in itself the duties and dignities of Treasurer, Comptroller, Secretary of State, and Acting Governor in the Governor’s absence. A salary of eighteen hundred dollars a year and the title of “Mr. Secretary,” gave to the great position an air of wild and imposing grandeur. I was young and ignorant, and I envied my brother[1q]. I coveted his distinction and his financial splendor, but particularly and especially the long, strange journey he was going to make, and the curious new world he was going to explore. He was going to travel! I never had been away from home, and that word “travel” had a seductive charm for me. Pretty soon he would be hundreds and hundreds of miles away on the great plains and deserts, and among the mountains of the Far West, and would see buffaloes and Indians, and prairie dogs, and antelopes, and have all kinds of adventures, and may be get hanged or scalped, and have ever such a fine time, and write home and tell us all about it, and be a hero. And he would see the gold mines and the silver mines, and maybe go about of an afternoon when his work was done, and pick up two or three pailfuls of shining slugs, and nuggets of gold and silver on the hillside. And by and by he would become very rich, and return home by sea, and be able to talk as calmly about San Francisco and the ocean, and “the isthmus” as if it was nothing of any consequence to have seen those marvels face to face.





What I suffered in contemplating his happiness, pen cannot describe. And so, when he offered me, in cold blood, the sublime position of private secretary under him, it appeared to me that the heavens and the earth passed away, and the firmament was rolled together as a scroll! I had nothing more to desire. My contentment was complete.



At the end of an hour or two I was ready for the journey. Not much packing up was necessary, because we were going in the overland stage[3] from the Missouri frontier to Nevada, and passengers were only allowed a small quantity of baggage apiece. There was no Pacific railroad in those fine times of ten or twelve years ago — not a single rail of it. I only proposed to stay in Nevada three months — I had no thought of staying longer than that. I meant to see all I could that was new and strange, and then hurry home to business. I little thought that I would not see the end of that three-month pleasure excursion for six or seven uncommonly long years!



I dreamed all night about Indians, deserts, and silver bars, and in due time, next day, we took shipping at the St. Louis wharf on board a steamboat bound up the Missouri River[2q].





We were six days going from St. Louis to “St. Jo.” — a trip that was so dull, and sleepy, and eventless that it has left no more impression on my memory than if its duration had been six minutes instead of that many days. No record is left in my mind, now, concerning it, but a confused jumble of savage-looking snags, which we deliberately walked over with one wheel or the other; and of reefs which we butted and butted, and then retired from and climbed over in some softer place; and of sandbars which we roosted on occasionally, and rested, and then got out our crutches and sparred over.



In fact, the boat might almost as well have gone to St. Jo. by land, for she was walking most of the time, anyhow — climbing over reefs and clambering over snags patiently and laboriously all day long. The captain said she was a “bully” boat, and all she wanted was more “shear” and a bigger wheel. I thought she wanted a pair of stilts, but I had the deep sagacity not to say so.
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The first thing we did on that glad evening that landed us at St. Joseph was to hunt up the stage-office, and pay a hundred and fifty dollars apiece for tickets per overland coach to Carson City, Nevada.





The next morning, bright and early, we took a hasty breakfast, and hurried to the starting-place. Then an inconvenience presented itself which we had not properly appreciated before, namely, that one cannot make a heavy traveling trunk stand for twenty-five pounds of baggage — because it weighs a good deal more. But that was all we could take — twenty-five pounds each. So we had to snatch our trunks open, and make a selection in a good deal of a hurry. We put our lawful twenty-five pounds apiece all in one valise, and shipped the trunks back to St. Louis again. It was a sad parting, for now we had no swallow-tail coats and white kid gloves to wear at Pawnee receptions in the Rocky Mountains, and no stovepipe hats nor patent-leather boots, nor anything else necessary to make life calm and peaceful. We were reduced to a war-footing. Each of us put on a rough, heavy suit of clothing, woolen army shirt and “stogy” boots included; and into the valise we crowded a few white shirts, some underclothing and such things. My brother, the Secretary, took along about four pounds of United States statutes and six pounds of Unabridged Dictionary; for we did not know — poor innocents — that such things could be bought in San Francisco on one day and received in Carson City the next. I was armed to the teeth with a pitiful little Smith & Wesson’s seven-shooter[4], which carried a ball like a homoeopathic pill, and it took the whole seven to make a dose for an adult. But I thought it was grand. It appeared to me to be a dangerous weapon. It only had one fault — you could not hit anything with it. One of our “conductors” practiced awhile on a cow with it, and as long as she stood still and behaved herself she was safe; but as soon as she went to moving about, and he got to shooting at other things, she came to grief. The Secretary had a small-sized Colt’s revolver strapped around him for protection against the Indians, and to guard against accidents he carried it uncapped. Mr. George Bemis was dismally formidable. George Bemis was our fellow-traveler.





We had never seen him before. He wore in his belt an old original “Allen” revolver[5], such as irreverent people called a “pepper-box.” Simply drawing the trigger back, cocked and fired the pistol. As the trigger came back, the hammer would begin to rise and the barrel to turn over, and presently down would drop the hammer, and away would speed the ball. To aim along the turning barrel and hit the thing aimed at was a feat which was probably never done with an “Allen” in the world. But George’s was a reliable weapon, nevertheless, because, as one of the stage-drivers afterward said, “If she didn’t get what she went after, she would fetch something else.” And so she did. She went after a deuce of spades nailed against a tree, once, and fetched a mule standing about thirty yards to the left of it. Bemis did not want the mule; but the owner came out with a double-barreled shotgun and persuaded him to buy it, anyhow. It was a cheerful weapon — the “Allen.” Sometimes all its six barrels would go off at once, and then there was no safe place in all the region round about, but behind it.





We took two or three blankets for protection against frosty weather in the mountains. In the matter of luxuries we were modest — we took none along but some pipes and five pounds of smoking tobacco. We had two large canteens to carry water in, between stations on the Plains, and we also took with us a little shot-bag of silver coin for daily expenses in the way of breakfasts and dinners.



By eight o’clock everything was ready, and we were on the other side of the river. We jumped into the stage, the driver cracked his whip, and we bowled away and left “the States” behind us. It was a superb summer morning, and all the landscape was brilliant with sunshine. There was a freshness and breeziness, too, and an exhilarating sense of emancipation from all sorts of cares and responsibilities, that almost made us feel that the years we had spent in the close, hot city, toiling and slaving, had been wasted and thrown away. We were spinning along through Kansas, and in the course of an hour and a half we were fairly abroad on the great Plains. Just here the land was rolling — a grand sweep of regular elevations and depressions as far as the eye could reach — like the stately heave and swell of the ocean’s bosom after a storm. And everywhere were cornfields, accenting with squares of deeper green, this limitless expanse of grassy land. But presently this sea upon dry ground was to lose its “rolling” character and stretch away for seven hundred miles as level as a floor!



Our coach was a great swinging and swaying stage, of the most sumptuous description — an imposing cradle on wheels. It was drawn by six handsome horses, and by the side of the driver sat the “conductor,” the legitimate captain of the craft; for it was his business to take charge and care of the mails, baggage, express matter, and passengers. We three were the only passengers, this trip. We sat on the back seat, inside. About all the rest of the coach was full of mail bags — for we had three days’ delayed mails with us. Almost touching our knees, a perpendicular wall of mail matter rose up to the roof. There was a great pile of it strapped on top of the stage, and both the fore and hind boots were full. We had twenty-seven hundred pounds of it aboard, the driver said — ”a little for Brigham, and Carson, and ‘Frisco, but the heft of it for the Injuns, which is powerful troublesome ‘thout they get plenty of truck to read.”





But as he just then got up a fearful convulsion of his countenance which was suggestive of a wink being swallowed by an earthquake, we guessed that his remark was intended to be facetious, and to mean that we would unload the most of our mail matter somewhere on the Plains and leave it to the Indians, or whosoever wanted it.





We changed horses every ten miles, all day long, and fairly flew over the hard, level road. We jumped out and stretched our legs every time the coach stopped, and so the night found us still vivacious and unfatigued.



After supper a woman got in, who lived about fifty miles further on, and we three had to take turns at sitting outside with the driver and conductor. Apparently she was not a talkative woman. She would sit there in the gathering twilight and fasten her steadfast eyes on a mosquito rooting into her arm, and slowly she would raise her other hand till she had got his range, and then she would launch a slap at him that would have jolted a cow; and after that she would sit and contemplate the corpse with tranquil satisfaction — for she never missed her mosquito; she was a dead shot at short range. She never removed a carcase, but left them there for bait. I sat by this grim Sphynx and watched her kill thirty or forty mosquitoes — watched her, and waited for her to say something, but she never did. So I finally opened the conversation myself. I said:



“The mosquitoes are pretty bad, about here, madam.”



“You bet!”



“What did I understand you to say, madam?”



“You BET!”





Then she cheered up, and faced around and said:



“Danged if I didn’t begin to think you fellers was deef and dumb. I did, b’gosh. Here I’ve sot, and sot, and sot, a-bust’n muskeeters and wonderin’ what was ailin’ ye. Fust I thot you was deef and dumb, then I thot you was sick or crazy, or suthin’, and then by and by I begin to reckon you was a passel of sickly fools that couldn’t think of nothing to say. Wher’d ye come from?”



The Sphynx was a Sphynx no more! The fountains of her great deep were broken up, and she rained the nine parts of speech forty days and forty nights, metaphorically speaking, and buried us under a desolating deluge of trivial gossip that left not a crag or pinnacle of rejoinder projecting above the tossing waste of dislocated grammar and decomposed pronunciation!



How we suffered, suffered, suffered! She went on, hour after hour, till I was sorry I ever opened the mosquito question and gave her a start. She never did stop again until she got to her journey’s end toward daylight; and then she stirred us up as she was leaving the stage (for we were nodding, by that time), and said:



“Now you git out at Cottonwood, you fellers, and lay over a couple o’ days, and I’ll be along some time tonight, and if I can do ye any good by edgin’ in a word now and then, I’m right thar. Folks’ll tell you’t I’ve always ben kind o’ offish and partic’lar for a gal that’s raised in the woods, and I am, with the rag-tag and bobtail, and a gal has to be, if she wants to be anything, but when people comes along which is my equals, I reckon I’m a pretty sociable heifer after all.”



We resolved not to “lay by at Cottonwood.”
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About an hour and a half before daylight we were bowling along smoothly over the road — so smoothly that our cradle only rocked in a gentle, lulling way, that was gradually soothing us to sleep, and dulling our consciousness — when something gave away under us! We were dimly aware of it, but indifferent to it. The coach stopped. We heard the driver and conductor talking together outside, and rummaging for a lantern, and swearing because they could not find it — but we had no interest in whatever had happened, and it only added to our comfort to think of those people out there at work in the murky night, and we snug in our nest with the curtains drawn. But presently, by the sounds, there seemed to be an examination going on, and then the driver’s voice said:



“By George, the thoroughbrace is broke!”



This startled me broad awake — as an undefined sense of calamity is always apt to do. I said to myself: “Now, a thoroughbrace is probably part of a horse; and doubtless a vital part, too, from the dismay in the driver’s voice. Leg, maybe — and yet how could he break his leg waltzing along such a road as this? No, it can’t be his leg. That is impossible, unless he was reaching for the driver. Now, what can be the thoroughbrace of a horse, I wonder? Well, whatever comes, I shall not air my ignorance in this crowd, anyway.”



Just then the conductor’s face appeared at a lifted curtain, and his lantern glared in on us and our wall of mail matter. He said: “Gents, you’ll have to turn out a spell. Thoroughbrace is broke.”



We climbed out into a chill drizzle, and felt ever so homeless and dreary. When I found that the thing they called a “thoroughbrace” was the massive combination of belts and springs which the coach rocks itself in, I said to the driver:



“I never saw a thoroughbrace used up like that, before, that I can remember. How did it happen?”



“Why, it happened by trying to make one coach carry three days’ mail — that’s how it happened,” said he. “And right here is the very direction which is wrote on all the newspaper-bags which was to be put out for the Injuns for to keep ‘em quiet. It’s most uncommon lucky, becuz it’s so nation dark I should ‘a’ gone by unbeknowns if that air thoroughbrace hadn’t broke.”



I knew that he was in labor with another of those winks of his, though I could not see his face, because he was bent down at work; and wishing him a safe delivery, I turned to and helped the rest get out the mail-sacks. It made a great pyramid by the roadside when it was all out. When they had mended the thoroughbrace we filled the two boots again, but put no mail on top, and only half as much inside as there was before. The conductor bent all the seat-backs down, and then filled the coach just half full of mail-bags from end to end. We objected loudly to this, for it left us no seats. But the conductor was wiser than we, and said a bed was better than seats, and moreover, this plan would protect his thoroughbraces. We never wanted any seats after that. The lazy bed was infinitely preferable. I had many an exciting day, subsequently, lying on it reading the statutes and the dictionary, and wondering how the characters would turn out.



The conductor said he would send back a guard from the next station to take charge of the abandoned mail-bags, and we drove on.



It was now just dawn; and as we stretched our cramped legs full length on the mail sacks, and gazed out through the windows across the wide wastes of greensward clad in cool, powdery mist, to where there was an expectant look in the eastern horizon, our perfect enjoyment took the form of a tranquil and contented ecstasy. The stage whirled along at a spanking gait, the breeze flapping curtains and suspended coats in a most exhilarating way; the cradle swayed and swung luxuriously, the pattering of the horses’ hoofs, the cracking of the driver’s whip, and his “Hi-yi! g’lang!” were music; the spinning ground and the waltzing trees appeared to give us a mute hurrah as we went by, and then slack up and look after us with interest, or envy, or something; and as we lay and smoked the pipe of peace and compared all this luxury with the years of tiresome city life that had gone before it, we felt that there was only one complete and satisfying happiness in the world, and we had found it.



After breakfast, at some station whose name I have forgotten, we three climbed up on the seat behind the driver, and let the conductor have our bed for a nap. And by and by, when the sun made me drowsy, I lay down on my face on top of the coach, grasping the slender iron railing, and slept for an hour or more. That will give one an appreciable idea of those matchless roads. Instinct will make a sleeping man grip a fast hold of the railing when the stage jolts, but when it only swings and sways, no grip is necessary. Overland drivers and conductors used to sit in their places and sleep thirty or forty minutes at a time, on good roads, while spinning along at the rate of eight or ten miles an hour. I saw them do it, often. There was no danger about it; a sleeping man will seize the irons in time when the coach jolts. These men were hard worked, and it was not possible for them to stay awake all the time.



By and by we passed through Marysville, and over the Big Blue and Little Sandy; thence about a mile, and entered Nebraska. About a mile further on, we came to the Big Sandy — one hundred and eighty miles from St. Joseph.



As the sun was going down, we saw the first specimen of an animal known familiarly over two thousand miles of mountain and desert — from Kansas clear to the Pacific Ocean — as the “jackass rabbit.” He is well named. He is just like any other rabbit, except that he is from one third to twice as large, has longer legs in proportion to his size, and has the most preposterous ears that ever were mounted on any creature but a jackass.





When he is sitting quiet, thinking about his sins, or is absentminded or unapprehensive of danger, his majestic ears project above him conspicuously; but the breaking of a twig will scare him nearly to death, and then he tilts his ears back gently and starts for home. All you can see, then, for the next minute, is his long gray form stretched out straight and “streaking it[6]” through the low sagebrush[7], head erect, eyes right, and ears just canted a little to the rear, but showing you where the animal is, all the time, the same as if he carried a jib. Now and then he makes a marvelous spring with his long legs, high over the stunted sagebrush, and scores a leap that would make a horse envious. Presently he comes down to a long, graceful “lope,” and shortly he mysteriously disappears. He has crouched behind a sage-bush, and will sit there and listen and tremble until you get within six feet of him, when he will get under way again. But one must shoot at this creature once, if he wishes to see him throw his heart into his heels, and do the best he knows how. He is frightened clear through, now, and he lays his long ears down on his back, straightens himself out like a yardstick every spring he makes, and scatters miles behind him with an easy indifference that is enchanting.





Our party made this specimen “hump himself,” as the conductor said. The secretary started him with a shot from the Colt; I commenced spitting at him with my weapon; and all in the same instant the old “Allen’s” whole broadside let go with a rattling crash, and it is not putting it too strong to say that the rabbit was frantic! He dropped his ears, set up his tail, and left for San Francisco at a speed which can only be described as a flash and a vanish! Long after he was out of sight we could hear him whiz.



I do not remember where we first came across “sagebrush,” but as I have been speaking of it I may as well describe it.



This is easily done, for if the reader can imagine a gnarled and venerable live oak-tree reduced to a little shrub two feet-high, with its rough bark, its foliage, its twisted boughs, all complete, he can picture the “sagebrush” exactly. Often, on lazy afternoons in the mountains, I have lain on the ground with my face under a sage-bush, and entertained myself with fancying that the gnats among its foliage were liliputian birds, and that the ants marching and countermarching about its base were liliputian flocks and herds, and myself some vast loafer from Brobdignag waiting to catch a little citizen and eat him.





It is an imposing monarch of the forest in exquisite miniature, is the “sagebrush.” Its foliage is a grayish green, and gives that tint to desert and mountain. It smells like our domestic sage, and “sage-tea” made from it taste like the sage-tea which all boys are so well acquainted with. The sagebrush is a singularly hardy plant, and grows right in the midst of deep sand, and among barren rocks, where nothing else in the vegetable world would try to grow, except “bunch-grass.” — [“Bunch-grass” grows on the bleak mountainsides of Nevada and neighboring territories, and offers excellent feed for stock, even in the dead of winter, wherever the snow is blown aside and exposes it; notwithstanding its unpromising home, bunch-grass is a better and more nutritious diet for cattle and horses than almost any other hay or grass that is known — so stockmen say.] — The sage-bushes grow from three to six or seven feet apart, all over the mountains and deserts of the Far West, clear to the borders of California. There is not a tree of any kind in the deserts, for hundreds of miles — there is no vegetation at all in a regular desert, except the sagebrush and its cousin the “greasewood,” which is so much like the sagebrush that the difference amounts to little. Campfires and hot suppers in the deserts would be impossible but for the friendly sagebrush. Its trunk is as large as a boy’s wrist (and from that up to a man’s arm), and its crooked branches are half as large as its trunk — all good, sound, hard wood, very like oak.



When a party camps, the first thing to be done is to cut sagebrush; and in a few minutes there is an opulent pile of it ready for use. A hole a foot wide, two feet deep, and two feet long, is dug, and sagebrush chopped up and burned in it till it is full to the brim with glowing coals. Then the cooking begins, and there is no smoke, and consequently no swearing. Such a fire will keep all night, with very little replenishing; and it makes a very sociable campfire, and one around which the most impossible reminiscences sound plausible, instructive, and profoundly entertaining.



Sagebrush is very fair fuel, but as a vegetable it is a distinguished failure. Nothing can abide the taste of it but the jackass and his illegitimate child the mule. But their testimony to its nutritiousness is worth nothing, for they will eat pine knots, or anthracite coal, or brass filings, or lead pipe, or old bottles, or anything that comes handy, and then go off looking as grateful as if they had had oysters for dinner. Mules and donkeys and camels have appetites that anything will relieve temporarily, but nothing satisfy.



In Syria, once, at the headwaters of the Jordan, a camel took charge of my overcoat while the tents were being pitched, and examined it with a critical eye, all over, with as much interest as if he had an idea of getting one made like it; and then, after he was done figuring on it as an article of apparel, he began to contemplate it as an article of diet. He put his foot on it, and lifted one of the sleeves out with his teeth, and chewed and chewed at it, gradually taking it in, and all the while opening and closing his eyes in a kind of religious ecstasy, as if he had never tasted anything as good as an overcoat before, in his life. Then he smacked his lips once or twice, and reached after the other sleeve. Next he tried the velvet collar, and smiled a smile of such contentment that it was plain to see that he regarded that as the daintiest thing about an overcoat. The tails went next, along with some percussion caps and cough candy, and some fig-paste from Constantinople.





And then my newspaper correspondence dropped out, and he took a chance in that — manuscript letters written for the home papers. But he was treading on dangerous ground, now. He began to come across solid wisdom in those documents that was rather weighty on his stomach; and occasionally he would take a joke that would shake him up till it loosened his teeth; it was getting to be perilous times with him, but he held his grip with good courage and hopefully, till at last he began to stumble on statements that not even a camel could swallow with impunity. He began to gag and gasp, and his eyes to stand out, and his forelegs to spread, and in about a quarter of a minute he fell over as stiff as a carpenter’s work-bench, and died a death of indescribable agony. I went and pulled the manuscript out of his mouth, and found that the sensitive creature had choked to death on one of the mildest and gentlest statements of fact that I ever laid before a trusting public.



I was about to say, when diverted from my subject, that occasionally one finds sage-bushes five or six feet high, and with a spread of branch and foliage in proportion, but two or two and a half feet is the usual height.
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As the sun went down and the evening chill came on, we made preparation for bed. We stirred up the hard leather letter-sacks, and the knotty canvas bags of printed matter (knotty and uneven because of projecting ends and corners of magazines, boxes and books). We stirred them up and redisposed them in such a way as to make our bed as level as possible. And we did improve it, too, though after all our work it had an upheaved and billowy look about it, like a little piece of a stormy sea. Next we hunted up our boots from odd nooks among the mail-bags where they had settled, and put them on. Then we got down our coats, vests, pantaloons and heavy woolen shirts, from the arm-loops where they had been swinging all day, and clothed ourselves in them — for, there being no ladies either at the stations or in the coach, and the weather being hot, we had looked to our comfort by stripping to our underclothing, at nine o’clock in the morning. All things being now ready, we stowed the uneasy Dictionary where it would lie as quiet as possible, and placed the water-canteens and pistols where we could find them in the dark. Then we smoked a final pipe, and swapped a final yarn; after which, we put the pipes, tobacco and bag of coin in snug holes and caves among the mail-bags, and then fastened down the coach curtains all around, and made the place as “dark as the inside of a cow,” as the conductor phrased it in his picturesque way. It was certainly as dark as any place could be — nothing was even dimly visible in it. And finally, we rolled ourselves up like silkworms, each person in his own blanket, and sank peacefully to sleep.



Whenever the stage stopped to change horses, we would wake up, and try to recollect where we were — and succeed — and in a minute or two the stage would be off again, and we likewise. We began to get into country, now, threaded here and there with little streams. These had high, steep banks on each side, and every time we flew down one bank and scrambled up the other, our party inside got mixed somewhat. First we would all be down in a pile at the forward end of the stage, nearly in a sitting posture, and in a second we would shoot to the other end, and stand on our heads. And we would sprawl and kick, too, and ward off ends and corners of mail-bags that came lumbering over us and about us; and as the dust rose from the tumult, we would all sneeze in chorus, and the majority of us would grumble, and probably say some hasty thing, like: “Take your elbow out of my ribs! — can’t you quit crowding?”



Every time we avalanched from one end of the stage to the other, the Unabridged Dictionary would come too; and every time it came it damaged somebody. One trip it “barked” the Secretary’s elbow; the next trip it hurt me in the stomach, and the third it tilted Bemis’s nose up till he could look down his nostrils — he said. The pistols and coin soon settled to the bottom, but the pipes, pipe-stems, tobacco and canteens clattered and floundered after the Dictionary every time it made an assault on us, and aided and abetted the book by spilling tobacco in our eyes, and water down our backs.





Still, all things considered, it was a very comfortable night. It wore gradually away, and when at last a cold gray light was visible through the puckers and chinks in the curtains, we yawned and stretched with satisfaction, shed our cocoons, and felt that we had slept as much as was necessary. By and by, as the sun rose up and warmed the world, we pulled off our clothes and got ready for breakfast. We were just pleasantly in time, for five minutes afterward the driver sent the weird music of his bugle winding over the grassy solitudes, and presently we detected a low hut or two in the distance. Then the rattling of the coach, the clatter of our six horses’ hoofs, and the driver’s crisp commands, awoke to a louder and stronger emphasis, and we went sweeping down on the station at our smartest speed. It was fascinating — that old overland stagecoaching.



We jumped out in undress uniform. The driver tossed his gathered reins out on the ground, gaped and stretched complacently, drew off his heavy buckskin gloves with great deliberation and insufferable dignity — taking not the slightest notice of a dozen solicitous inquires after his health, and humbly facetious and flattering accostings, and obsequious tenders of service, from five or six hairy and half-civilized station-keepers and hostlers who were nimbly unhitching our steeds and bringing the fresh team out of the stables — for in the eyes of the stage-driver of that day, station-keepers and hostlers were a sort of good enough low creatures, useful in their place, and helping to make up a world, but not the kind of beings which a person of distinction could afford to concern himself with; while, on the contrary, in the eyes of the station-keeper and the hostler, the stage-driver was a hero — a great and shining dignitary, the world’s favorite son, the envy of the people, the observed of the nations. When they spoke to him they received his insolent silence meekly, and as being the natural and proper conduct of so great a man; when he opened his lips they all hung on his words with admiration (he never honored a particular individual with a remark, but addressed it with a broad generality to the horses, the stables, the surrounding country and the human underlings); when he discharged a facetious insulting personality at a hostler, that hostler was happy for the day; when he uttered his one jest — old as the hills, coarse, profane, witless, and inflicted on the same audience, in the same language, every time his coach drove up there — the varlets roared, and slapped their thighs, and swore it was the best thing they’d ever heard in all their lives. And how they would fly around when he wanted a basin of water, a gourd of the same, or a light for his pipe! — but they would instantly insult a passenger if he so far forgot himself as to crave a favor at their hands. They could do that sort of insolence as well as the driver they copied it from — for, let it be borne in mind, the overland driver had but little less contempt for his passengers than he had for his hostlers.



The hostlers and station-keepers treated the really powerful conductor of the coach merely with the best of what was their idea of civility, but the driver was the only being they bowed down to and worshipped. How admiringly they would gaze up at him in his high seat as he gloved himself with lingering deliberation, while some happy hostler held the bunch of reins aloft, and waited patiently for him to take it! And
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